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ABSTRACT
As elite athletes are moving to foreign countries more than ever before, many experience
acculturation difficulties that may affect their performance. Since research on these acculturation
experiences is limited, this study explores the acculturation process of foreign athletes to top
level sports teams and the host culture in the United States. The research was designed in two
phases. In Phase I, the acculturation experiences of 18 first-year elite foreign student-athletes
were studied during their first year through semi-structured interviews conducted at three
Division I universities. Phase II consisted of a comparative case study analysis of two Major
League Soccer clubs during one season, and thirty-eight semi-structured interviews were
conducted with new foreign athletes, their teammates, and staff members. The cultural and
personal acculturation processes of both groups of athletes were compared and contrasted, and
factors that both help and hinder them were identified. The main findings for the student-athletes
included: a) their engagement with the host culture on a deep level by taking classes and living
on campus; b) their keen observation of cultural differences, their conscious awareness of their
own personal adjustment, and efforts towards integration; and c) the manifestation of conflict
between the roles of student and athlete. While the student-athletes struggled with acculturation
stressors such as injuries and homesickness, the majority indicated that none of these challenges
they experienced were major. Findings with the professional foreign athletes indicated: a) an
interest in learning about American culture, although actual cultural learning was quite minimal;
b) problems with the English language, which hindered their fulfilling of even their most basic
needs; c) their struggles with acculturation stressors increased when their performance did not
meet expectations; and d) their success largely hinged on team support. Given that serious
problems were far more likely to occur at the professional level, the athletes indicated the level of
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support they need to integrate, and revealed that a systematic support structure, primarily from
the teams, seems to be crucial for a smooth acculturation process.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
More and more athletes are moving between countries and hemispheres.
Professional athletic clubs, which have begun to recruit players from other countries, are
buying the best players on the world market in an effort to maintain and/or improve their
team’s performance (Dolles & Söderman, 2005). Scouting networks have expanded with
the rise in the number of coaches who are recruiting their athletes from all over the world
(Weedon, 2012). For example, Poli and Besson (2011) found that the more successful a
professional soccer league is in Europe, the more frequently its clubs tend to recruit
players from abroad. Although the goal of professional athletic teams is to win
championships, the teams are nonetheless organized like most businesses. Strategic
recruiting has been the response to the extreme pressure to excel, particularly since team
performance is so closely linked to financing from broadcasting networks and sponsors.
As a result of these global recruiting practices, top-level sports teams have
become very diverse culturally; moreover, their composition frequently changes. Because
this strategy has become commonplace around the globe (Beech & Chadwick, 2004;
Magee & Sugden, 2002; Stura & Lepadatu, 2014), the landscape of professional sports
has become increasingly diverse. Professional soccer leagues in Belgium, England,
Germany, Greece, Portugal and Russia, for example, import more than 50 percent of their
players from other countries (Besson, Poli, & Ravenel, 2010). In 2011, U.S. Major
League Soccer (MLS) reported that 48 percent of its players were foreign, the largest
percentage in League history (AP, 2012).
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For decades, U.S. college coaches in many sports have been recruiting
internationally to stock their teams with the best players they can find. Coaches argue that
they need to look abroad because there are not enough top level American athletes to go
around. After top universities get their picks, coaches at the remaining universities feel a
need to look abroad due to the increasing pressure to win championships. In addition,
foreign athletes seem more eager than ever to attend American colleges. The United
States is the only country where universities, pursuing high-caliber sports teams, will
provide an education to students who are participating in top level sports (Wilson &
Wolverton, 2008).
The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) reports that it has more
international student-athletes than ever before (NCAA, n.d.), with a number totaling
approximately 460,000. The participation of athletes from all over the world was at an
all-time high in 2012-2013 (Irick, 2013). The percentage of foreign players in many
Division I sports has doubled since the beginning of this decade, and the number will
continue to grow. In fact, some teams are now composed entirely of foreign players
(Wilson & Wolverton, 2008).
Athletes are not necessarily cognizant of the intimate link between sport and
society, and therefore may not recognize the impact of culture on how rules are
understood, or how actions might be interpreted. For example, individuals in Asian or
Hispanic cultures tend to have a more collective-cooperative orientation than Anglo
cultures. As a consequence, misunderstandings and conflicts may arise due to differing
worldviews (Stura & Lepadatu, 2014). When dealing with conflict, people rely on
methods they have learned from the cultural community in which they were socialized to

2

formulate resolutions. As a result, the impact of numerous cultures may become a
dividing factor on a culturally diverse team (Stura & Johnston, 2014).
Even though the labor migration of athletes performing in top level sports is a
constant in today’s globalized world, and sports organizations should be aware of the
impact of the potential effects of team diversity, the adjustment process of incoming
foreign athletes is not necessarily understood, nor do sports organizations comprehend
how this process, in conjuction with team diversity are interrelated with performance on
the field (Agergaard & Botelho, 2010). In fact, little is understood about this connection
(Weedon, 2012).
“People underestimate how difficult that is. They think it’s enough to be a good
soccer player” (Eichler, 2011, translation mine). This comment by Cacau, a Brazilian
athlete playing soccer in the German Bundesliga, is echoed in media reports about the
experiences of professional athletes playing in foreign cultures worldwide (Falk, 2013;
Jones, 2003; Winter, 2011). Wolverton (2008) reported that a field hockey player and
junior at Harvard University who was born in the Netherlands, grew up in Malaysia, lived
in Belgium for a while, and went to high school in Hong Kong, felt prepared for the
academic rigors, but the social transition was more difficult than she expected.
As a result, some foreign athletes face problems as severe as psychological trauma
(Winter, 2011). Instead of seeking ways to assist these athletes, clubs seem to adapt their
recruitment strategies. For example, they appear to be signing only those athletes who are
already confident in the local language and culture (Agergaard, 2008), and perhaps
avoiding athletes from other countries they had utilized in the past. Of course, this may
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mean the loss of potentially valuable assets to their teams and ultimately to their teams’
performance (Kuper & Szymanski, 2009).
In comparison to other migrant workers, professional athletes often face far more
difficult challenges: first, they have to compete with their colleagues for their position
and playing time; second, their successes and failures are far more public, which adds to
the pressure and associated stress; third, most of them are far less educated than migrant
businesspersons, with limited language capabilities and lack of intercultural experience;
and fourth, they face the distinct challenge of frequent new assignments, sometimes
changing teams as often as from one season to the next. Nevertheless, the expectation to
perform at a high level is immediate, regardless of their transition. Moreover, team
compositions change at least once a season.
Student-athletes, on the other hand, face the adjustment to the American college
and the demands of their team in conjunction with the expectation to fulfill academic
requirements in order to keep their scholarships (Killeya-Jones, 2005). For many foreign
athletes the act of losing their scholarships would imply the inability to proceed with their
education due to financial reasons and a return to their home countries.
The differences between professional and college athletes are substantial. While
professional athletes are not required to have any sort of educational degree, nor even a
certain level of proficiency in English, college athletes must have both a high school
degree and certain scores on their Standard Aptitude Test (SAT) in mathematics and on
their Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) to be accepted into college.
Second, while the student-athletes’ motivation is getting a college degree in conjunction
with performing in top-level sports, professional athletes move to the United States solely
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because of the sports. Third, while foreign professional athletes sometimes do not even
have a full season guaranteed in their contracts, most foreign student-athletes are here on
a full scholarship for at least a year, as is the case with the student-athletes in this study.

Purpose of the Research
In this study, I analyzed the cultural and personal adaptation processes taking
place when athletes move to the United States. In particular, I chose athletes who perform
on the highest level at college as well as in professional sports, and will therefore call
both groups “elite athletes.”
I identified factors that both help and hinder the foreign athletes in their
acculturation process, with a focus on their stressors and acculturation difficulties. These
factors allowed me to understand the foreign athletes’ acculturation process from an
action-oriented perspective, whereby I learned factors which would assist them in their
transition; as a result I could propose recommendations that would facilitate a smoother
adjustment. My study findings may also help increase foreign player retention rates, and
ultimately contribute to the improvement of foreign athletes’ performance on the field.
I chose student-athletes from Division I universities since they are at the highest
level of collegiate sports in the United States. A current controversy is surrounding the
relationship between the NCAA and the students, because of the billions of dollars being
generated at their expense. Although these student-athletes are provided with a free
education and room and board, the conditions which they must meet involve numerous
hours of practice several times a week, in addition to actual games, all while maintaining
a certain grade level in their academic studies, upon which their ability to play is
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contingent. The athletes generate the primary revenue of the NCAA, which in 2011-2012
was $841 million (Belzer, September 9, 2013). Although NCAA statutes state that these
“student-athletes” are students first and athletes second, their graduation rates are
nonetheless quite low.
Student-athletes are 20 percent less likely to graduate than non-athletes (Nocera,
March 30, 2012). In Division I football and men’s basketball (which generate revenues in
the tens of millions of dollars), graduation rates are much lower than those of the average
student-athlete, and are also below the college average: the number of graduating football
players is 16 percent below the college average; the number of men’s basketball players,
25 percent below (Gutting, March 15, 2012). In Connecticut, the most recent graduation
rate among all student-athletes was eight percent (Macur, 2014). This study will shed
further light on the dual roles of athlete and student since these roles are linked to lower
graduation rates (Killeya-Jones, 2005).
Interestingly, a comparison of the graduation rates of domestic student-athletes
and foreign student-athletes demonstrated that the latter have statistically significant
higher graduation rates than their domestic peers. While most schools do not offer special
support programs for foreign student-athletes, Kitsos (2012) found that these athletes
took advantage of support programs on campus, including those that were available for
student-athletes only.
On the professional level, I chose soccer as my focus for several reasons. Because
soccer is the most popular sport in the world (Guilianotti, Bonney, & Hepworth, 2013),
some of the findings and inferences may be applicable to leagues on an international level
(see Figure 1.1). Across the globe, the landscape of professional soccer is increasingly
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diverse and single teams often consist of a number of players from different parts of the
world. The foreign players are more visible than ever and have become symbols for
ethnic integration. For instance, Zinedine Zidan has become the symbol of France’s
successful integration of immigrants. The soccer player of Algerian origins is considered
one of the most popular Frenchmen due to his decisive role in France’s win of the 1998
World Cup (Stura & Lepadatu, 2014).

Figure 1.1 The Most Popular Top-level Sport in Each Country (source; National
Geographic)

Interest in soccer in the United States has been increasing. Whereas nearly 18
million Americans play soccer, Major League Soccer (MLS) is still behind American
football, baseball, basketball, and ice hockey in terms of media attention and popularity
as spectator sport. However, local and regional media outlets are increasingly
broadcasting more soccer matches, and the sale of national broadcasting rights to NBC
for the 2012 season was another step towards mass media broadcasting. Today, soccer
has an established presence in the complex sports market of the United States, and has
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growing support from the Spanish-language media in particular (Wilson, 2007). In
addition, U.S. soccer has the potential to become competitive on the global soccer market
that is still dominated by European leagues.
In the United States, MLS is the most diverse professional sports league among all
the major sports leagues, including the NFL, MLB, NBA, NHL and, of course, MLS
(MLS, n.d.). In the 2013 season, 213 foreign born players were divided among the 19
clubs in MLS (MLS, 2013). While European clubs attract foreign players through
financial incentives, MLS, their American counterpart, attracts both older players
desiring “to ease into retirement,” and younger players who choose MLS as a starting
point for their international careers (Schaerlaeckens, 2012, para. 1). Currently the vast
majority of foreign players who participate in MLS are from North, Central, and South
America (Strutner, Parrish, & Nauright, 2014). Since the goal of this study was to assess
the acculturation process of foreign athletes, and acculturation is more intense for firsttime travelers (Celenk & Van de Vijver, 2011, Paige & Goode, 2009), MLS was
particularly suitable for this study due to the influx of early career professionals.
Furthermore, athletes who compete in MLS represent an extreme case of the
highly-skilled transient worker because they have to be flexible and mobile. Aside from
the rules for the acquisition of new players, the MLS trade rules are unique in the world
of soccer. These rules may potentially result in or add to stress experiences during the
foreign athletes’ acculturation process. Of the club’s roster of up to 30 players in total,
each club’s player slot is tradable (International Player Slots, 2013) more than once
during each trading period (January 15 – September 15) (MLS, 2014). MLS teams can
transfer, sign, and move players into or out of the league during the first transfer window,

8

February 12 - May 8th 2013, as well as the secondary window July 8- August 9th 2013.
As a consequence, players – whether foreign or domestic – may have to move from city
to city not only from season to season, but even during the season.
In addition, while many athletes have contracts for one or two seasons, some have
only “semi-guaranteed contracts,” with the implication that MLS can cancel their
contracts any day up until July 1. Only after that date are the contracts guaranteed until
the end of the season (Jack, personal communication, December 18, 2013). Likewise,
medical examinations and injuries are part of the contracts. If a player’s unfitness to play
is determined prior to the first MLS game, the league has the right to cancel the standard
contract. If a player is unable to play due to an injury that happened during his
employment, the player will be paid a compensation until the end of the season, if he has
a guaranteed contract. If the player has a semi-guaranteed contract, he will be paid until
mid September (MLSPA, December 1, 2004).
I interviewed foreign athletes at two MLS clubs in order to gain an accurate
understanding of the various factors influencing acculturation in different clubs, and
compared and contrasted the acculturation processes of their foreign athletes with each
other, as well as with foreign student-athletes from three Division I universities. I
analyzed their acculturation patterns, processes, influences, and broader contexts. Since
their contexts and preconditions were very diverse, this approach revealed important
information about the stages of acculturation among elite athletes in different
environments (club and college level). The differences among both groups of athletes
provided a holistic understanding of their acculturation processes.
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My research was designed in two phases. I chose to study the foreign studentathletes first (Phase I), and professional athletes from two MLS clubs second (Phase II).
The themes that emerged from the study of the student-athletes helped frame the research
design for the study of the foreign professional athletes. For example, the study with the
student-athletes revealed that their acculturation was greatly influenced by their sports
environment; therefore, I collected data from teammates, coaches, and management in
Phase II to further ensure accuracy and internal validity.
The ultimate goal of this research was to explore foreign athletes’ acculturation
processes and to identify stressors and acculturation difficulties. Hence, I used Celenk
and Van de Vijver’s (2011) acculturation dimensions, acculturation conditions, and
acculturation orientations to allow for a detailed assessment. Furthermore, the theoretical
framework is based on Hofstede’s (2001) cultural dimension of individualism/
collectivism and Berry’s acculturation model (1974, 1980). Hofstede’s lens on
individualism/collectivism was considered to account for the differences between the host
society and the society of origin, and as an indicator of the acculturation process from a
national perspective (Zhang, Mandl, & Wang, 2010). Berry’s model (1974, 1980) was
used to assess the orientation of foreign athletes. Into which category - separation,
marginalization, assimilation, or integration - does each athlete fall? In other words, how
were the athletes oriented at the point of evaluation? It was also used to account for
acculturation results or “outcomes” at the end of the first academic year/season.
I used qualitative methods which allowed me to gain an in-depth understanding of
how foreign athletes adjust to a new team environment. Via interviews, I analyzed the
cultural and personal processes taking place and identified problems that arose during the
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foreign athletes’ acculturation process. Furthermore, I determined factors influencing the
foreign athletes’ transition, as well as the acculturation effects and influences on their
abilities to perform optimally. As the acculturation process may also be influenced by
management/administration and coaches, I analyzed how leadership and management
techniques and strategies support the acculturation of the foreign athlete.
The research questions were based on several theories, as well as former findings
from the context of the global workplace. My main research question was: How do
foreign elite athletes adapt to host and team culture in the United States? To answer this
question and its sub-questions, semi-structured interviews with the incoming foreign
players, selected teammates, their coaches, and management personnel were conducted.
The dissertation is organized as follows. In Chapter 2, the relevant literature is
reviewed, the theoretical framework and its application are explained, and the main
research questions are elucidated. Chapter 3 discusses the methodology, with a
description of the study design of the two phases of research and the instruments used.
Hypotheses applicable to the sub-questions are also presented, as well as a description of
the operationalization of key concepts. The chapter includes approaches to sampling, data
collection techniques employed, and data analysis, as well as the limitations of the
research and the ethical procedures followed throughout.
Chapters 4 through 6 present the findings and their discussions. In all three
chapters, the findings of the student-athletes are provided first, followed by those for the
professional athletes. In the conclusion of each chapter, the results for both groups are
compared and contrasted. In Chapter 7 the main findings for both groups of athletes are
summarized; the implications are discussed; and recommendations are made whereby
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both the athletes and their athletic institutions may be assisted with the promotion of a
smooth adjustment process. Finally, I elaborate on the broader context of this study,
identifying its impact and qualifying its intellectual merit, and offering an overview of
potential future research.
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CHAPTER 2
ACCULTURATION OF ELITE ATHLETES
Introduction
The landscape of top-level sports has become increasingly diverse. Professional
soccer leagues in many countries import more than 50 percent of their players from other
countries (Besson, Poli, & Ravenel, 2008). In American baseball, more than 27 percent of
the players were born outside of the United States in the 2010 season (Nightengale,
2010), and U.S. Major League Soccer (MLS) reported that in the 2011 season, 48 percent
of its players, the largest percentage in league history, were foreign (Hightower, 2012).
The migration of athletes has also increased in university settings (Bartolacci,
2010). Global trends show that collegiate coaches increasingly look abroad for talent
(Ridinger & Pastore, 2000). As Popp (2007) explained, “many Division I schools cannot
compete in recruiting battles for domestic talent. Hence, they use international
connections and recruitment to help level the playing field” (p. 203). Consequently,
international student-athletes are part of the landscape of college and university student
bodies today; in the 2009-2010 season, 5.5 percent male and 6.9 percent female “nonresident aliens” participated in Division I college sports (Zgonc, 2010).
The labor migration of athletes performing in top-level sports is a constant in
today’s globalized world. Surprisingly, little is known about how foreign athletes
acculturate (Eichler, 2011). Some athletes almost seem to completely forego the
acculturation process; their living quarters reveal the attempt to live as they would at
home. For example, Eichler (2011) refers to discoveries by moving companies of the
mansions of professional soccer players completely unused; in one instance an athlete
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had actually built a fire in the middle of his living room, similar to what he would have
done at home.
Even though media reports indicate that foreign athletes seem to face
acculturation difficulties, scholarly empirical research in this area has been somewhat
limited. Before synthesizing the extant literature on the acculturation of elite athletes, I
will clarify the key concepts of this study, describe the main characteristics of
acculturation in general, and highlight the theory framing the argument that acculturation
is challenging for foreign athletes.

Conceptualizations
To explain the similarities and differences between people of varied cultural
backgrounds, scholars have defined culture as collective programming of the psyche that
differentiates members of one group of people from another (Hofstede, 1980). For the
purpose of this study, the term “culture” refers to enduring as well as evolving attitudes,
values, beliefs, rituals and customs, and behavioral patterns typical of the family in which
people are born and reared. Culture is structurally created, maintained by ongoing
actions, and conceptualized along national lines (Hofstede, 1980; Spitzberg & Chagnon,
2009). This definition is well-suited to this study since it refers to aspects of culture that
are impacted during the acculturation process.
The term “team culture” refers to Schein’s (2010) model of leader-centered
organizational culture, and is defined as a pattern of developed ideologies and shared
assumptions which are accepted within a group and which guide the behavior of their
members. Harquail and Cox (1993) similarly define it as the underlying values, beliefs,
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and principles that serve as a foundation for team members’ interactions. A team’s
culture is embedded in a larger national culture and is influenced by social class, gender,
and ethnic identity in an iterative process between the individual, the team, and society at
large. It is further characterized by the team’s cohesion, which is conceptualized as a
“dynamic process, which is reflected in the tendency of a group to stick together and
remain united in the pursuit of its instrumental objectives as well as for the satisfaction of
member affective needs” (Carron, Brawley, & Widmeyer, 1998, p. 213).
In this study, "cultural identity" is defined as the identification with, and the
perceived acceptance into, a group that has shared systems of symbols and meanings, as
well as norms and rules for conduct and behavior (Collier & Thomas, 1988). Cultural
identities are central components of our understanding of ourselves and others. “A
person’s self-identity is related profoundly to the person’s culture according to him”
(Roland, 2003, p. 11). Identity is viewed as a reflective self-image that is constructed,
experienced, and communicated by individuals within a culture and in a particular
interaction situation (Ting-Toomey, 2005).
Adapting to a different culture is a very complex issue as identity is continuously
negotiated and yet “never really achieved” (Orbe & Harris, 2008, p. 83). First-hand
contact with individuals of a new and different culture may produce changes in attitudes,
values, and behaviors, and may eventually result in changes in cultural identity (Ward,
Bochner, & Furnham, 2006). However, our understanding of how people’s identities are
transformed as a result of moving into a different culture has remained vague (Collie,
Kindon, Liu, & Podsiadlowski, 2009). This is surprising considering the numerous
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studies supporting the theory that social structures create an individual’s identity (Huang,
2003).
The term “intercultural experiences” refers to the quality of contact with people
native to other countries while spending time in those countries, whereas “intercultural
sensitivity” refers to the ability not only to experience relevant cultural differences, but
also to think and act in interculturally appropriate ways (Hammer, Bennett, & Wisemann,
2003).

Review of Acculturation Literature
While "adjustment" indicates the acquisition of culturally acceptable skills and
behaviors (Bochner, McLeod, & Lin, 1977), the term “acculturation” is used in many
different ways throughout scholarly literature. As one of the goals of this research is to
understand acculturation as an individualistic process, it needs an equivalent definition.
Hence I assume that, not unlike Rudmin’s (2009) definition, second-culture learning is
similar to first-culture learning. Rudmin argues that “second culture acquisition” is a
“cultural learning process” (p. 110) which includes “perceiving and imitating new
practices and behaviors” (p. 109).
Furthermore, acculturation refers to the process of adaptation that an individual
experiences due to being in prolonged contact with another culture (Pham, 2001).
Emphasized by the dynamic constructivist approach, acculturation in this study is viewed
as an active process which is experienced by individuals and which is influenced not only
by the individuals themselves, but also by their environment (Hong, Morris, Chiu, &
Benet-Martinez, 2000). It also refers to a social process that occurs in a context in which
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the acculturating individual, and the members of his host and home cultures, are in
dynamic contact with each other (Padilla & Perez, 2003).
Acculturation takes place within the context of home and host cultural relations.
Hence, both may strongly influence how immigrants experience their acculturation
process (Bowskill, Lyons, & Coyle, 2007; Liu, 2007). Emerging from the experience of
acculturation is “an open-ended, adaptive, and transformative self-other orientation” (p.
364) known as the intercultural identity, or the bicultural identity, which refers to two or
more particular cultures (Alred, Byram, & Fleming 2003; Kim, 2008). Whereas
acculturation refers to the adjustment to the new culture, “hybridization,” according to
Rojas (2008), refers to the ability of individuals who are embracing two different cultural
perspectives to combine them “to resolve any given situation” (p. 26). Thus, someone
with a hybrid identity has incorporated both cultural constructs and is able to adjust their
behaviors according to the cultural environment (Yao, 2008). Hybridity also includes
intergenerational mixing of cultural heritages through intermarriages (Doucerain, Dere, &
Ryder, 2013).
The variety of conceptualizations of the term “acculturation” (Ward, 1996;
Thomson & Hoffman-Goetz, 2009; Berry, 1990) led several scholars to develop different
operationalizations of acculturation (Berry, 2003; Berry, 2009; Celenk & van den Vijver,
2011; Ward, 2008; Yin, 2009). In the following section, the core concepts of
acculturation are introduced before the framework of this study and its application are
explained.
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Acculturation Dimensions
Several scholars distinguished the acculturation process along different
dimensions, which include three main relevant forms: (1) antecedents, or “acculturation
conditions,” (2) strategies, or “acculturation orientations,” and (3) consequences, or
“acculturation outcomes.” “Acculturation conditions” refer to the context surrounding the
acculturation process, and include individual and group-level factors such as general
characteristics – both of the host society and of the society of origin – as well as personal
characteristics (Celenk & Van de Vijver, 2011).
The term “acculturation orientation” refers to how immigrants relate to the host
society and to their culture of origin (Arends-Toth & Van de Vijer, 2006; Celenk & Van
de Vijver, 2011). While some scholars have compared the term to an individual’s
behaviors towards his/her culture of origin and host culture (Tsai-Chae & Nagata, 2008),
others compare it to attitudes (Berry & Sabatier, 2011). The term “attitudes” generally
refers to preferences (Celenk & Van de Vijver, 2011), and can be considered a defining
dimension of acculturation (Berry, 2009). In addition to attitudes, knowledge about the
new culture – an understanding of cultural differences, norms, and practices – is also
important for consideration in order to gain a full picture of the acculturation process
(Schinke et al., 2011).
The acculturation dimensions, including “conditions” and “orientation,” were
assessed in this study because they offer both a solid framework for a detailed assessment
of the acculturation process, and insight into the indicators of a smooth transition. An
understanding of these dimensions is likely to suggest approaches for assisting foreign
athletes in their transition.
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Acculturation in Phases of Identity Change
During the acculturation process, individuals may experience four modes of
identity change: separation, marginalization, assimilation, and integration (Berry 1974,
1980, 1997). Separation, which emphasizes ethnic culture and a lack of contact with the
dominant group, is often employed by ethnic minorities to maintain a positive selfconcept. While separation is embedded in one’s own ethnic culture to minimize the loss
of self-esteem that may result from comparisons with the majority group, Berry relates
marginalization to the state of viewing one’s own group as inferior, and assimilation to
the rejection of one’s own culture and the consequent distancing of oneself from the other
members.
The orientation of integration refers to individuals who retain their own cultural
values while maintaining contact with the larger host society (Kim, Lujan, & Dixon,
1998). Since acculturation is influenced not only by the acculturating individual, but also
by the host society, the individual is perceived as integrated when he/she embraces
interethnic relations, but also when he/she enjoys acceptance by the larger society. As
Berry (2009) states, “when cultural incompatibility or conflict is present, then integration
is not likely or even possible” (p. 369). Integration is similar to assimilation in its focus
on intergroup ties, and similar to separation in its focus on cultural survival.
Besides assessing an individual’s identity change based on the four different
modes, Berry (1980) aimed to understand why individuals separate, marginalize,
assimilate, or integrate themselves. Thus integration, which is similar to assimilation in
its focus on intergroup ties, and to separation in its focus on cultural survival, is seen as a
dynamic set of social processes that allows a trade-off between intragroup identity and
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inter-group bonds, and between in-group and out-group concerns (Kim, Lujan, & Dixon,
1998). One significant characteristic is the individual’s influence on his or her overall
openness to, and participation in, fruitful communication activities that cultivate
mutuality and cooperation in intercultural relationships (Kim, 2009).
A large body of research that examines acculturation has confirmed the important
role of assessing modes of identity change (Ward, 2008). Hence, analyzing the
acculturation orientation of foreign athletes offers an ideal addition to the framework of
this study. However, it is not clear if orientations change over time. Consequently, the
analysis includes an additional element that assesses the current acculturation stage of the
athletes, both at the beginning and end of the semester or season.

Acculturation in Developmental Stages
Acculturation has also been defined as a process of four stages: (a) “euphoria,”
wherein everything appears to be exciting; (b) “culture shock,” which involves feelings
of distress, helplessness, and hostility; (c) “acculturation,” which signifies that the
individual has slowly learned to function under the new conditions, has adopted some of
the local values, and has experienced an increase in self-confidence; and (d) “stable
stage,” which refers to someone who can be considered biculturally adapted (Hofstede et
al., 2010). In this final stage, individuals remain “fluent” in their culture of origin while at
the same time adapting to host cultural values, beliefs, and norms.
Due to the integration of two cultural identities and meaning systems, bicultural
individuals are mostly able to negotiate both cultures in different cultural contexts (Chen
et al., 2013). While some perceive their two identities as complementary, others describe
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them as potentially contradictory (Benet-Martínez et al., 2002). Individuals with
compatible identities who perceived behavioral competency in both cultures seem to
integrate both in everyday lives (Chuang, 1999), while biculturals who referred to
discrepancies between both cultures with different perspectives report it as a source of
internal conflict (Vivero & Jenkins, 1999). Furthermore, in their study with Chinese
Americans, Benet-Martínez et al. (2002) found that biculturals with a lower degree of
identity integration tend to behave more like Americans when primed with
characteristically Chinese cues and behaviors, and vice versa.
The four stages of acculturation take place in a U-shaped curve, and the timeframe of these stages appears to be linked to the length of the expatriation period.
Previous research has shown that athletes on short assignments (up to three months) have
reported a completion of all acculturation phases within this period, and that acculturation
has set in by the end of their stay - as it would have for people who have been abroad
several years (Hofstede et al., 2010). Usually acculturation difficulties decrease over
time, and adaptation improves linearly over time (Berry, 2005).
The U-curve is still popular today, even though comprehensive reviews have
shown that this model is inconclusive and overgeneralized (Church, 1982; Ward et al.,
1998). However, a different theoretical framework, which distinguishes various stages of
worldview changes in ‘‘orientations toward cultural difference,’’ has shown construct
validity in several studies (Hammer & Bennett, 2009, p. 421; Hammer, 2011; Hammer,
Bennett, & Wiseman, 2003). Wiseman and Hammer (2003) argued that “to be effective
in another culture, people must be interested and sensitive enough to notice cultural
differences and be willing to modify their behavior” (p. 421). The scholars established
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the term “intercultural sensitivity” to refer to the ability to discriminate between relevant
cultural differences and the ability to think and act in interculturally appropriate ways.
Wiseman and Hammer (2003) identified the following development stages:
denial, defense, minimization, acceptance, adaptation, and integration (or cultural
disengagement). The last three stages indicate an advanced level of acculturation. In the
“acceptance“ stage of cultural differences, one’s own culture is experienced as just one of
a number of equally complex worldviews. In the “adaption” stage, one’s worldview is
expanded and includes the ability to shift perspectives, and even behavior, to another
culture’s worldview(s), including their behavior; individuals are able to move in and out
of different cultural worldviews with ease (Hammer et al., 2003).

Acculturation as Structural Change
Kim (1988, 2001, 2008) offered a theory for identifying the structure of the
process of adapting to a different culture. He argued that new cultural learning
(“acculturation”) takes place since people have an inherent need to “belong” socially and
culturally to their environment (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2006), and new responses
are adopted in situations that previously would have evoked old ones (Kim, 2008). Even
though this concept seems to offer a rather general approach to assessing the
acculturation process, it also emphasizes the central role of the stress that individuals
experience while undergoing the process.
This stress involves an unwillingness or even resistance to change, as well as a
desire to retain old customs in keeping with the original identity. Conversely, the stress
may also result from an individual's desire to change his/her behavior as he or she seeks
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harmony with the new milieu. Kim (2008) pointed out that “the conflict is essentially
between the push of the new culture and the pull of the old. The result of this adaptationgrowth dynamic is an emergence of intercultural identity: an open-ended adaptive and
transformative self-other orientation” (p. 363). Since stressful experiences seem to play a
crucial role in the acculturation process, I included the identification of stressors and
acculturation difficulties in my study.

Cultural Dimensions as Determinants of the Acculturation Process
Differences in norms and values of the home versus host national culture may also
influence the acculturation process. These differences have been examined for decades,
for example, by Kluckhorn and Strodtbeck (1961), Schwartz et al. (1992), Trompenaars
(1993), House et al. (2004), and Hofstede et al. (2010), who framed national culture in six
dimensions: power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, and longterm orientation, and indulgence.
Hofstede’s individualism-collectivism dimension was found to be one of the most
important factors for understanding the acculturation process (Zhang, Mandl, and Wang,
2010). This dimension refers to the differences in the relationship between the individual
and the collective group in a given society, and distinguishes between gemeinschaft
(collectivistic/community) and gesellschaft (individualistic/society).
In comparing 70 countries’ “individualism scores,” Hofstede et al. (2010) reported
that the United States is the most “individualistic country,” while most South American
countries are among the most collectivistic cultures in the world. As a consequence,
Americans tend to look after themselves and their direct family’s immediate needs,
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whereas Colombians, for example, value belonging to “in groups” that take care of them
(Zhang, Mandl, & Wang, 2011). Because this dimension between the home and host
cultures may be one of the more important factors in understanding the acculturation
process, I included it in the theoretical framework of this study.
Table 2.1
Overview: Conceptualizations of Acculturation
Acculturation as structural
change (Kim, 1988, 2001,
2008; Ward, Bochner, &
Furnham, 2006)
Acculturation orientation
(Berry 1974, 1980, 1997;
Kim, 2009; Kim, Lujan,
& Dixon, 1998)

Acculturation dimensions
(Arends-Toth & Van de
Vijer, 2006; Celenk &
Van de Vijver, 2011;
Tsai-Chae & Nagata,
2008)
Acculturation process
(Hofstede et al., 2010)

Acculturation stages as
changing worldviews
(Wiseman & Hammer,
2003)

- New cultural learning takes place
(“acculturation”)
- The push of the new culture and the pull of the
old culture results in experiencing stress
- Separation: avoiding contact with dominant
group to minimize loss of self-esteem
- Marginalization: lacking contact with dominant
group & viewing one’s own group as inferior
- Assimilation: rejection of home culture &
distancing from other members of this group
- Integration: retaining home cultural values while
maintaining contact with larger society
- Antecedents: “acculturation conditions”
- Strategies: “acculturation orientations”
- Consequences: “acculturation outcomes”

- “Euphoria”: everything is exciting
- “Culture shock”: feelings of distress,
helplessness, & hostility
- “Acculturation”: able to function under new
conditions & adopt some of the host values
- “Stable stage”: biculturally adapted
- Changes in the ability to experience relevant
cultural differences & to think and act in
appropriate ways: denial, defense,
minimization, acceptance, adaptation, and
integration
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Theoretical Framework and its Application
The ultimate goal of this research is to explore foreign athletes’ acculturation
processes and to identify stressors and acculturation difficulties. Hence, instead of
building on Kim’s (1988, 2001, 2008) model of acculturation as a structural change, this
study uses Celenk and Van de Vijver’s (2011) acculturation dimensions as lenses on
acculturation to allow for a more detailed assessment of the process. Furthermore, this
theoretical framework specifically allows for an understanding of the foreign athletes’
acculturation from an action-oriented perspective, resulting in an understanding of how to
(better) assist them in their transitions from home to the host culture.
According to Celenk and Van de Vijver (2011), relevant forms of acculturation
include three main dimensions: acculturation conditions, acculturation orientations, and
acculturation outcomes. Acculturation conditions refer to the context that impacts the
acculturation process and include individual and group-level factors. To examine the
athletes’ acculturation in as much detail as possible, several acculturation conditions of
the foreign athletes are included, as follows: (1) the previous intercultural experiences of
individual athletes; (2) how they prepared for moving to various locations; (3) their
motivations for moving; and (4) their plans for the future.
The theoretical framework of acculturation conditions is based on Hofstede’s
(2001) cultural dimension of individualism/collectivism. It was considered in the data
analysis to explain the athlete’s acculturation experiences based on the differences
between the host society and the society of origin, and as an indicator of the acculturation
process from a national perspective (Zhang, Mandl, & Wang, 2010). Berry’s model
(1974, 1980) was used to assess the orientation of foreign athletes. Into which category –
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separation, marginalization, assimilation, or integration – did each athlete fall? In other
words, how were the athletes oriented at the point of evaluation?
According to Celenk and Van de Vijver (2011) and Arends-Toth and Van de
Vijver (2006), acculturation orientation is the way immigrants prefer to relate to both the
host society and their culture of origin. In my study, it refers to attitudes (Berry &
Sabatier, 2011) and behaviors regarding how they cultivate their home culture while
engaging in American culture (Tsai-Chae & Nagata, 2008). Berry’s model (1974, 1980)
was used to assess the four possible attitudes and behaviors that occur during the
acculturation process of foreign athletes. Does the player aspire toward separation,
marginalization, assimilation, or integration? His model has been tested and used by
many scholars (Navas et al., 2007; Ward, 2008; Ben-Shalom & Horenczyk, 2003). It was
also used to account for acculturation results, or “outcomes,” at the end of the first
academic year/season.
Behaviors refer directly to how these athletes actively cultivated their home
culture while engaging in American culture (Tsai-Chae & Nagata, 2008). The athletes’
knowledge about the host culture, which allowed them to behave in culturally appropriate
ways, has been included because of the importance of gaining an understanding of their
knowledge about host culture norms and practices (Schinke et al., 2011). These two
dimensions are empirically, as well as conceptually, independent from each other (Berry,
2009; Sabatier & Berry, 2008). Consequently, I examined both separately.
In sum, analyses of the factors influencing acculturation revealed that a good
sociocultural adaptation is predicted by cultural knowledge and attitudes (Berry, 2005).
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No general rule exists as to how fast individuals acculturate, nor as to the outcome of
their acculturation; a goal of this study was therefore to measure the progress of the
foreign student-athletes after their first year, and of the professional athletes after their
first season, by applying Berry’s acculturation orientations.
Research conducted on the acculturation process also included acculturative stress
that is experienced by the acculturating individuals (Church, 1982; Constantine, Okazaki,
& Utsey, 2004; Park & Rubin, 2012; Trninić, Papić, & Trninić, 2011). Such stress can
evolve due to the experienced feelings of loss and separation from home, alienation, and
anxiety about the new culture (Chung & Epstein, 2014; ); a lack in language proficiency
(Battochio et al., 2013; Lueck & Wilson, 2011); academic challenges (Rice et al., 2012);
and/or athletic challenges (Schinke et al., 2013).
As the ultimate goal of this research is to explore the foreign athletes’
acculturation process by identifying stressors and acculturation difficulties experienced at
different points in time, identifying major stressors was central to the argument. This
investigation allows not only for a more detailed assessment of the acculturation process,
but also for an understanding of the foreign athletes’ acculturation from an actionoriented perspective. According to Reason and Bradbury (2013), the main purpose is to
produce practical knowledge that can be applied, i.e., how to (better) assist the athletes in
their transition; how to articulate specific strategies and tools and apply these in concrete
actions; and ultimately how to contribute to their improved well-being during the
acculturation process and consequently to a better performance.
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Literature Review on Acculturation and Sports
More and more athletes are moving between countries. Although these athletes
seem to face acculturation difficulties rather consistently, research in this field has been
somewhat limited. Hence, in this section I will review existing literature, demonstrate
where my project fits within the existing literature, and show how further research is
needed in order to develop ways to better assist these athletes in their transition from one
culture to another. Furthermore, I will include a discussion of how previous studies about
acculturation in sports have influenced my study design, the interview guides, and the
timing of the data collection. Since research in this field has been somewhat limited, I
have also considered relevant parallel literature, largely from the international business
context, since parallels clearly exist between these two professional groups, of which
both athletes and business persons are being sought for specific and limited skillsets.
However, unlike most business expats, professional athletes have to compete with their
colleagues for their position and playing time; their successes and failures are far more
public, which adds to the pressure they experience; and most professional athletes are far
less educated than businessmen.
The acculturation of foreign athletes is influenced by many factors. First,
acculturation is multiscalar, occurring on international, national, team, and individual
levels. Even though each level is identified by certain unique characteristics which would
merit independent consideration, these levels are also interlinked and are thus influenced
by each other (see Figure 2.1). The personal characteristics and social support systems of
the players are critical, and therefore are also addressed. I begin with analysis of
adjustment at the team level, because all athletes who transfer to a different sports
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environment have to adjust on this level, followed by the acculturation on the level of the
host culture.

Athletes’ Adjustment to the New Athletic Environment
Every athlete, whether foreign or domestic, student or professional, experiences
organizational and competitive stressors, such as arduous training, competition, and
performance expectations from the team or university. In addition, he or she faces the
stress of fitting into the new team, and adapting to a new coach (Hanton, Fletcher, &
Coughlan, 2005). Additionally, the athletes are exposed to a new and highly competitive
environment (Weedon, 2012) that creates competitive and organizational stressors
(Hanton, Fletcher, & Coughlan, 2005).
Competitive stressors refer to performance-related issues, such as the risk of
injury or how they are performing under pressure. Organizational stressors refer to the
following: (a) the environment, which includes both the training environment and the
physical environment as it is impacted by travel and unfamiliar weather conditions; (b)
leadership (i.e., the coaching style or demands); (c) the team (i.e., tension which may
exist between athletes, or competitiveness between teammates); and (d) personal aspects
(i.e., their own high expectations, including additional pressure from teammates). Hanton,
Fletcher, and Coughlan (2005) indicated that athletes perceive organizational stressors as
more demanding than the competitive stressors; however, both competitive and
organizational stressors are salient features of every athlete’s life. Consequently, I
included questions about challenges the foreign athletes faced within their new sports

29

environment on the interview schedule, such as “Did you experience situations/moments
when you felt that your team was not supportive – or made it even harder for you?”
In addition, personal expectations may influence the foreign athlete's acculturation
process. De Vasconcellos Ribeiro and Dimeo (2009) wrote about the migration
experiences of Brazilian football players using media reports as well as semi-structured
interviews with athletes from lower level soccer (“Futsal,” street soccer). They found that
“the desire for success, the highly popular Brazilian dream leads thousands of young
people to devote their lives to an activity very few will achieve any success in” (De
Vasconcellos Ribeiro & Dimeo, 2009, p. 731).
De Vasconcellos Ribeiro & Dimeo (2009) further argued, “Brazilians have
internalized a stereotype of the naturally gifted player and see world football as a glorious
opportunity for advancement. The dream of so many players is to become rich and
successful and play football on an international level and thus become global superstars
who can leave Brazil and return in glory” (p. 731). Because the athlete’s physical abilities
may not match the potential usually associated with Brazilian players, the athletes face
unusually high expectations, with the result of an even more difficult transition.
Consequently, I included in the interview guide questions for coaches about specific
expectations regarding the foreign athlete’s performance.
Athletes must also adjust to new athletic roles. For example, athletes who were
superstars back home suddenly find themselves playing with other athletes whose
abilities are comparable, if not superior. As a result they may get less playing time, or
they may have to learn a new playing system or style. Physical demands may also
increase. Schinke et al. (2011) interviewed many athletes who were shocked by the
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intensity of weight training, practices, and program and athletic demands. Consequently,
I included questions about sporting demands in the interview guides of the foreign
athletes.
Athletes may face an additional dilemma in adjusting to new and culturally
diverse teams. As Watson, Kumar, and Michaelsen’s (1993) and Watson, Johnson, Lynn,
and Zgourides’ (2002) studies have shown, group diversity, especially in the first months
of a team coming together, may have negative effects. For example, a high degree of
cultural diversity may constrain the performance of heterogeneous work group members
up until the thirteenth week of working together. During this period, the team may not
produce as high a level of synergy as non-diverse teams, which were shown overall to
perform less effectively than the culturally diverse teams. This finding has been attributed
to differences in cultural viewpoints. After thirteen weeks, the performances of the
homogenous and culturally diverse groups equalize. Since sports teams face the
distinctive challenges of a changing composition every season, and pressure for
immediate success in spite of the changes, these findings may have crucial implications
for the teams, as well as for the foreign athletes (Stura & Lepadatu, 2014). Consequently,
based on these findings, I conducted follow-up interviews at the end of the first academic
year/first season to account for differences in group dynamics, culture, and intergroup
contact that emerged over the lifespan of the team.
Athletic adjustment is relevant for all athletes. Besides competitive and
organizational stressors, the athletes face stress due to their own personal expectations, as
well as those of their leadership. Furthermore, the team’s lifespan and its culture seem to
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play a decisive role in the athletes’ acculturation, and will therefore be addressed in the
following section.

The host team culture. A wider range of cultural values and worldviews exist in
culturally diverse teams (Gardenswartz & Rowe, 1993). The differences in values may
have a strong impact on group member behaviors (Luijters, van der Zee, & Otten, 2008)
since people identify with a group when they perceive characteristics in their fellow
group members similar to their own. As a consequence, people may exhibit a favorable
bias toward others whom they view as having similar values, and discriminate against
those who are not perceived as belonging to their group (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Since
perceived similarity in cultural values is positively related to identification with
workgroups (Luijters, van der Zee, & Otten, 2008), members of culturally diverse teams
may not perceive such similarities and thus may not identify with the team as much as
they would with a culturally homogenous group (Chattopadhyay et al., 2004; Stura &
Lepadatu, 2014).
However, team members may also value their differences. Studies from within the
business context illustrated that if group members believed that diversity contributed to
the group's identity and potential through diverse input, the diversity aspect was
perceived as desirable (Van Knippenberg et al., 2007). This perception may also depend
on the country’s culture. Work teams and individuals in rather collectivistic cultures tend
to value sociability, empathy, and interdependence in group behaviors, whereas work
teams and individuals with strong individualistic values place particular importance on
self-orientation, uniqueness, personal responsibility, and autonomy (Gomez, 2003).
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Asians, Blacks, and Hispanics, for example, have a more collective-cooperative
orientation than Anglos (Cox, Lobel, & McLeod, 1991). Hofstede (2001) found that
collectivistic cultural values are more conducive to effective teamwork, enhanced
compliance with the rules and goals within a group, and the preservation of conformity
within the group. Furthermore, individuals from collectivistic cultures are more disposed
towards cooperation than those of individualistic cultures, where direct competition and
confrontation are much more commonplace (Yi & Park, 2003).
Positive intergroup contact may not always be very likely, because different
cultural value orientations may be a source of conflict (Greenfield et al., 2002).
Misunderstandings may occur because one member of a team interpreted a given
situation through a collectivistic lens, whereas the other perceived it through an
individualistic lens. For example, whether property is seen as community property to be
shared, or personal property that is private, may create conflict. While “playing time”
may refer to personal rights for individualistic sports team members, collectivistic
members may understand it as an opportunity for bonding and building team cohesion.
Differences may also occur with prioritizing the main purpose of practice. While some
athletes may perceive it as more important to learn to play as a team, others may focus on
self-improvement.
However, Hums and MacLean (2009) argued that team sport is a place that brings
people together through its collectivistic interest for success. Fordham (1988) even
claimed that sport is a place free from conflicts found in other parts of society. Cultural
differences take on a secondary role when all players are focused on participation and are
defining themselves primarily as athletes, as further stressed by Fordham. Hence, if the
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incoming foreign athletes are more likely to identify with the group and are more
satisfied with group membership, they may perceive their teams as support systems that
help them to acculturate more smoothly.
If cultural differences account for a variance in importance of differing team
values (Greenfield et al., 2002), tensions, conflicts, and misunderstandings may arise, and
the foreign athletes may experience their new team membership as a stressor.
Consequently, in my study I assessed the foreign athletes’ personal individualism/
collectivism values. I also considered the scores of the foreign athletes’ respective
countries in relation to the U.S. scores from Hofstede et al.’s (2010) measure in the final
data analysis. Furthermore, I interviewed domestic teammates about the team culture to
examine how the foreign athletes acculturated at the team level. In addition to this level,
they also acculturate at the macrolevel – the level of the host culture.

Acculturation to Life in a New Country
Some international professional sports stars move across borders and develop a
flexible, global form of identity and citizenship. Their national origin seems to lessen in
importance, and their identity becomes a form of “transnational citizenship” (Wheaton &
Bruce, 2009). Today’s transnational sports create a new kind of citizenry, with players
living borderless and/or transnational lives (Wong & Trumper, 2002). They develop and
maintain familial, economic, social, organizational, religious, and political relations
across borders. Their national borders are relativized and decentered. By studying
Brazilian soccer players who play in the international arena, De Vasconcellos, Ribeiro,
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and Dimeo (2009) found that these athletes construct a hybrid and ambiguous identity
when they choose to play for another country.
However, elite athletes respond differently to their mobility across borders.
Sometimes their acculturation seems to develop rather smoothly, while other times it
seems to involve a lot of stress, inner conflict, and conflict with others. Why? While
expat literature suggests that good candidates for successful acculturation are those who
have previous intercultural experience combined with certain traits, such as previous
intercultural experiences, being open or taking the initiative to engage in the new culture
(Jack & Stage, 2005), and cultural empathy (Oudenhoven, van der Zee, & Kooten, 2001),
sport scouts and clubs focus on the athletes’ physical skills and abilities on the field; the
cultural and sociopsychological aspects are not considered (Wilson, 2006).
Hence, the move to a different culture is unproblematic for athletes who have
those traits inherently, whereas others may experience more challenges and stress upon
their arrival in a new setting (de Vasconcellos Ribeiro & Dimeo, 2009). For example, an
individual’s poor language skills (Yeh & Inose, 2003), or a negative attitude about
participation in the host culture (Berry, 1997) have been found to be enormous potential
stressors. Consequently, it is important to take a closer look at the cultural and
sociopsychological aspects that influence the acculturation process of foreign athletes.
The following section summarizes the literature on acculturation influences at the
level of the host culture that informed the interview guide, the timing of the data
collection, and the data analysis. First, acculturation stress and potential stressors are
explained. Second, the special role of social support is explained as a coping mechanism
and, if the social support system in place is inadequate, it can become an added point of
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stress by hindering stress reduction. Finally, other influences, including environmental
and personal characteristics of the acculturating individuals, are considered. Since only a
limited number of studies have addressed the problems of acculturation of professional
athletes, extensive research on acculturation from the business sector helps to place the
problem within a larger context.
While undergoing the process of acculturation, individuals experience the feeling
of loss or separation from home, experience anxiety about their life in the host culture,
and/or experience the process as emotionally taxing. As a result, they may experience
acculturative stress (Chung & Epstein, 2014). This stress involves symptoms of anxiety,
helplessness, and irritability (Church, 1982) and may become a risk factor for serious
adjustment difficulties and depression (Constantine, Okazaki, & Utsey, 2004), and in fact
has already been found as a significant explanation for depression (Park & Rubin, 2012).
In addition, stress for an athlete is a distracting factor that is a potentially negative
influence on the athlete’s sports efficacy and achievement (Trninić et al., 2011). Such
stress may even cause severe emotional consequences, such as depression symptoms and
anxiety disorders (Chung & Epstein, 2014, Rice et al., 2012) that may lead to a decline in
performance, or even to an inability to perform.
Interestingly enough, while acculturation stress may be the outcome of an
unwillingness or even resistance to change, in conjunction with a desire to retain old
customs in order to maintain the original identity, it may also result from the desire to
change, as seeking harmony with the new milieu would be a natural response to the
inherent need to “belong” socially and culturally to their new environment (Ward,
Bochner, & Furnham, 2006). Kim (2008) pointed out that “the conflict is essentially
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between the push of the new culture and the pull of the old” (p. 363). To identify their
main stressors and their personal impact on their own acculturation processes, I
interjected questions about their biggest challenges and stressors into the interview
guides. To document the variations in stressors over time, the athletes were asked about
their stressors during both rounds of interviews.

Culture shock. Culture shock is probably the stressor reported most frequently during
acculturation. After examining the acculturation challenges of twenty-one Aboriginal
athletes from Canada who moved to pursue sports within Euro-Canadian communities,
Blodgett et al. (2014) referred to culture shock as “a sense of discomfort resulting from
being immersed in an unfamiliar cultural context, feeling overwhelmed of having to
navigate this new world alone and feelings of disconnection from home” (p. 16). Similar
challenges were faced by ten Indigenous Australian footballers joining the Australian
Football League (Campbell et al., 2009). The culture shock and subsequent adaptation
challenges included their limited access to other Indigenous Australians, which
contributed to feelings of loneliness and isolation. Sometimes they also experienced the
sensation of “standing out,” feeling as if they were “on show” (p. 136).
Similar patterns were found in other studies (Bourke, 2003; Richardson et al.,
2012). Athletes most often experienced isolation, self-doubt, and homesickness in
general, and helplessness in particular, when encountering challenges such as missing
families and friends, especially when they were injured (Bourke, 2003). The interviews
with five professional foreign athletes who moved to England to perform in the English
Premier League revealed that all five players believed that their experiences contributed
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to their personal development (Richardson et al., 2012). Since these findings regarded
culture shock, which specifically addressed homesickness for country, family, and friends
as a particularly emotionally taxing stressor (Church, 1982) and as a significant
characteristic of the acculturation process, I included questions about homesickness in
reference to daily routines to detect indicators for loneliness and overwhelming feelings
of isolation.

Life changes. Acculturation stress is experienced when individuals adjust to a new belief
system, new routines, and new social roles (Hovey, 2000). Stress results from change: in
daily life through contact with the host cultural group, in forming relationships with
members of the new group on the team, and in the loss of old relationships. Changes in
social structures, in styles of communication, and in values, attitudes, and behaviors have
an enormous impact; these life changes also often involve the loss of traditional patterns
of support (Safdar, Lay, & Struthers, 2003).
Many researchers have recognized the significance of life changes. Among the
first were Spradley and Philips (1972), who identified thirty-three different aspects of life
changes, which include such variants as the type of food eaten, the definition of personal
space and appropriate body contact, humor, and how people express friendship. Cultural
differences in beliefs, values, and behaviors are the most well-known variables (Paige,
1993). Socio-cultural norms may also cause the athletes stress. For example, a lack of
understanding about personal space while having a conversation can cause stress
(Schinke et al., 2011). Hence, I asked the student-athletes as well as the professional
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athletes about their experiences with daily communication and general interactions with
Americans.
Differences in cultural values on a national level may also influence the team
culture and consequently the athletes’ acculturation. Studies examining the value
differences at this level referred to an individuals’ transition in general. For example,
Berry (2005) examined the differences in acculturation among individuals living in the
same culture. He stated that some behavioral shifts are easier than others. A similar way
of speaking, dressing, and eating may be easier to adjust to than a foreign language,
different non-verbal communication cues, or proxemics.
However, adjusting to a “supposedly similar” culture may sometimes be more
difficult than adjusting to a dissimilar culture. People may not be prepared for cultural
differences with a foreigner who speaks the same language, and host cultures may not be
as forgiving of their mistakes as those made by people from dissimilar foreign cultures
(Brislin, 2008). Hence, in my study I included not only athletes coming from supposedly
different cultures, but also those from neighboring countries, such as Canada. The
national level value differences according to Hofstede et al. (2010) were considered in the
analysis of the role of the team and its members in the athletes’ acculturation process.

Engagement in host culture. Another potential stressor is the level of engagement in the
host culture. For example, extensive immersion can lead to a high level of culture fatigue.
Limited opportunities to interact with the home culture (“cultural isolation”) can cause
stress; unrealistic self-expectations can also cause stress when the athlete perceives that
he does not meet them (Paige, 1993). A combination of cultural maintenance, whereby
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athletes engage in home cultural activities, and contact-participation, whereby they
engage in the host culture, appears to enhance the likelihood of adaptation and settlement.
The engagement of players with other members of their home cultural group, whether
teammates, friends, or family, tends to facilitate cultural maintenance (Campbell et al.,
2009). Over time, the players tended to engage more with others outside of their home
culture group according to the study by Campbell et al. To explore the foreign athletes’
cultural engagement within the context of their home culture, I centered several interview
questions around the daily routines of the student and professional athletes, including
how they spent their free time.

Role conflict. During their college adjustment, foreign student-athletes may also
experience role conflict. Consequently, Killeya-Jones (2005) proposed that the university
should (a) ensure that the student-athlete’s experiences as a student are not subjugated to
the demands of the athlete role; (b) ensure that the student-athlete has sufficient time to
complete academic requirements; (c) communicate to the student-athlete the equal value
placed on his role as a student; and (d) make available to the student-athlete access to
academic environments not associated with the athletic department. Consequently, I
added questions to the student-athletes’ interview guide about potential role conflicts
between their requirements and demands as students versus those as athletes.

Sport system. Another potential stressor for student-athletes may be the American
college sport system, as Popp’s (2007) study findings indicate. Popp compared 182
international students with their domestic peers using the “Student Adaptation to College
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Questionnaire.” The results showed a statistically significant difference between the two
groups. Domestic student-athletes demonstrated a better social adjustment and were more
attached to their college. An explanation may be that international student-athletes often
come from a club system that is different from the college sports system in the United
States. The NCAA’s requirement linking the athletes’ academic performance to their
eligibility to participate in competitions is fairly new to them and may require additional
adjustment.
Although the validity of the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire was
found among several studies with American and Chinese students (Napoli & Wortman,
1998; Tao, Dong, Pratt, Hunsberger, & Pancer, 2000), validity towards other cultures, in
particular Europeans, was found only to a limited degree (Beyers & Goossens, 2002).
Nevertheless, I included questions in the student-athletes’ interview guide about whether
or not their original perceptions of the NCAA and college regulations had been accurate,
and how these rules differed from the rules and standards of their home sports. I also
asked how they had been impacted by the NCAA rules and regulations.

New language. The former U.S. baseball player Todd Jones (2003) stressed that foreign
athletes experience enormous language barriers when they start playing in the minor
leagues in the United States. “I played with a guy who ate Chicken McNuggets and drank
Orange Fanta for four months. That’s all he could ask for because he didn’t know the
language, and he was too intimidated to ask the Americans for help” (Jones, 2003, p. 26).
Language seems to be the most critical aspect in team interactions. Some athletes feel
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frustrated by the constant challenge to learn new words, and furthermore fear that they
will be perceived as less intelligent because of their poor skills (Schinke et al., 2011).
Communication problems with the host culture can cause acculturative stress
(Paige & Goode, 2009), which is magnified by the fundamental need to communicate in
order to function. Ongoing problems with language can lead to frustration and social
isolation. From his research with business expats, Zaharna (2009) reported a strong
relationship between language and culture. Proficiency in the host language supports
new, alternative communication strategies and broadens one’s view of the world. An
inability to speak the language of the host culture results in a tendency to revert to one’s
native tongue, thinking and acting entirely in accordance to one‘s native system, and
using an ethnocentric approach (Fantini, 2009; Goldstein & Kim 2006).
Nonetheless, it is possible to be fluent in the host culture language and yet
ignorant of the culture (Paige & Goode, 2009). Hence, if one has a choice between hiring
someone fluent in the language versus someone with high cultural awareness, Zaharna
(2009) always recommends choosing the latter. He highlights expectations by the locals
for the expat to be familiar with local customs. People tend to forgive social gaffes from
someone who is not fluent more easily than from someone who is.
By interviewing 2,059 Latinos, Lueck and Wilson (2011) found English language
proficiency to be a significant predictor for low acculturative stress. Battochio et al.
(2013) reported from the content analysis of newspaper articles and the websites of
professional sports teams in Major League Baseball (MLB) and the National Hockey
League (NHL) that learning English was important and promoted adjustment through the
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exchanges by teammates in the locker room. The scholars stressed, however, that a more
in-depth analysis is needed.
Language is one of the most critical aspects for incoming foreign athletes
(Schinke et al., 2011). Consequently, in my study, I assessed the athletes’ selfperceptions of their English skills by asking them to rate their abilities on a 100-point
scale from the time they entered the United States until the end of the academic
year/season to account for both difficulties and improvements over time. I asked the
athletes how their language skills influenced their daily lives and their building
relationships, both inside and outside the sports’ environment.

Time spent in the host country. Since the 1950s, scholars have stressed that entry
euphoria occurs at the beginning of an individual’s stay in a different country, also
referred to as the honeymoon period. However, many scholars, such as Ward et al. (2006)
criticize the U-curve Hofstede (2001) proposed as overgeneralized and lacking theoretical
underpinnings. In contrast, Ward et al. (2006) proposed that immigrants suffer the biggest
problems in the beginning of their stay in the host culture because the number of life
changes is highest, while the number of coping strategies is lowest. Similarly, Ward and
Kennedy (1996) reported that the overall level of depression was greatest after the first
month, and then after the first year, of living abroad. Hence, I conducted my interviews at
the beginning of foreign athletes’ stays in the United States and at the end of their first
season/academic year.
When acculturation has to take place in a very short period of time, the feeling of
being overwhelmed is common. The acculturating individual has difficulties managing
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everyday encounters in conjunction with the cultural learning process, which is necessary
for acquiring important culture-specific skills (Wilson, Ward, & Fischer, 2013). The
experience of numerous stressors during a limited time frame may “cause difficulties that
may easily add up to a point where people become frustrated” (Brislin, 2008, p. 14).
Moreover, culture shock and acculturation problems occur because people do not
take the time to prepare themselves for potential problems or life changes (Landis,
Bennett, & Bennett, 2004). This may be especially true of foreign professional athletes,
who appear to lack any time to adjust to their new environment; they must perform at
their highest level immediately after competing early in the season for a spot on the
starting team. Consequently, I included questions about whether the foreign athletes had
prepared to move to the United States, and if so how, and when exactly they had arrived,
as well as how long they planned to stay, since the acculturation process seems to be
influenced by the length of the expatriation period (Hofstede et al., 2010).

Differential treatment based on national origin. The host society’s ways of responding
to incoming athletes was examined by Love and Kim (2011). From their study of foreign
athletes playing college sports in the United States, they reported that “athletes, especially
from England, perceived advantages to being the ‘other’” (p. 99). People were intrigued
when they realized that the athletes were European. Conversely, Chepaytor-Thomson
(2003) found that African athletes experienced exclusion and negative treatment. These
different reactions may be explained by world systems theory that looks at the global
division between core and periphery countries, i.e., those with global inequality or
structural violence (Wallerstein, 1974; Pieterse 2002; Bardhan, Bowles, & Wallerstein,
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2006). The athletes from Western countries may experience preferential treatment
because they are perceived as similar, whereas athletes from the so-called peripheral
areas may be perceived as quite different and thus viewed more critically. Consequently,
some Americans may express a feeling of superiority toward athletes coming from the
Global south, although further investigation in this area is needed.
Asians and Latinos may experience significantly higher acculturative stress due to
their position and treatment in larger U.S. society (DeVylder et al. 2013; Lueck &
Wilson, 2011). Asians who experience lower acculturative stress and Latinos whose
stress is higher indicate that acculturation is socially constructed (Berry, 2008). As a
consequence, incoming players from very different cultures, or from politically weak
countries, may face serious problems. For example, subtle inequities, which are so small
as to go unnoticed, could have lasting affects on field performance and long-term cultural
adjustment (Forsyth, 2010). Since the treatment by the host society seems to influence the
acculturation process, I asked the foreign athletes about how their American teammates
supported them. I also interviewed the American teammates regarding their support for
their foreign teammates.

Physically different appearance and ethnocentrism. A physically different appearance
and ethnocentric behavior from the host culture can lead to considerable stress in the
transition to a foreign team (Paige, 1993). Constantine et al. (2005) examined the cultural
adjustment of twelve international students from African countries and identified
common themes related to their adjustment experiences; all of them experienced
prejudicial or discriminatory treatment, such as being called names and racial slurs.
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Another theme that emerged was that they were perceived as less intelligent. The
interviewees also noted typical feelings of loneliness or isolation. Aside from supportive
family members at home, the participants reported a strong friendship network among
African students across the United States, and locally on their campus. Hence, I included
general questions about the foreign athletes’ positive and negative experiences with
Americans and their social networks in my study.

Social status. If individuals do not get the respect they feel they deserve, they may
experience a negative acculturation process. If individuals receive unearned recognition,
their level of stress may also intensify, as Paige and Goode (2009) indicated from their
study of business expats. In the case of foreign athletes, whether the leadership and
teammates give unearned recognition to the foreign athletes, or fail to give them the
recognition they think they deserve, either instance could have a negative effect on their
acculturation and, consequently, on their performance. The lack of recognition could be
linked to the country of origin of the foreign athletes, as will be explained next.

Influences of personal characteristics of the acculturating individuals. How
individuals will process the life changes that happen when they move to a new country
will vary. Certain life changes which are perceived as challenging in one case may not be
as threatening in another. The cognitive appraisal of these changes varies, and may be
influenced by personal attributes (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2006). The main
attributes identified by the scholarly literature are explored in the following section.
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Motives and perceived reasons for the move. The degree to which an expat engages in
an extended set of modes of acculturation and the perceived reasons for his move may
predict the difficulty of the acculturation process. Career development opportunities in
particular have a significant influence on the extent of engagement in personal change
(Thomas & Lazarova, 2006). Similarly, Jack and Stage (2005) reported that motivation
drives people to invest time and energy in changing. For example, economic reasons are
the most important factors that affect the mobility of professional Japanese baseball
players (Takahashi & Horne, 2006). In examining soccer players’ motivations for
migrating from North America and Africa to Scandinavia, Botelho and Agergaard (2011)
also cited monetary benefits. Botelho and Agergaard further noted that the experience of
playing in these leagues, career ambitions, and a passion for the sport are other possible
reasons for making the move.
Foreign student-athletes were found to have motives different from those of the
domestic student-athletes and international students (Popp et al., 2010). Ridinger and
Pastore (2000) interviewed 13 international student-athletes at Division I institutions and
reported that the influence of their families was a major contributing factor in their
decision to come to the United States. While their parents valued and supported the
decision to further advance their athletic and academic education, the foreign athletes felt
lonely as a result of being far away from their families. Schinke et al. (2011) reported
from their personal experiences of working with student, amateur, and professional
athletes that to overcome this loneliness, the student and professional athletes were
helped by maintaining close contact with their families and friends back home; thus they
used Facebook or Skype to stay in touch (Schinke et al., 2011).
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Motivations and attitudes towards acculturation may also be important influences
in the process (Rudmin, 2009). In fact, both aspects precede acculturative learning, such
as gathering information about the culture, learning from persons competent in the new
culture, and imitating second-culture behaviors. Motives and perceived reasons seem to
be important for an active investment in changing customs and engaging with the host
culture. Consequently, motivation and attitude were assessed through interviews with
foreign athletes by using questions such as “What were your main motivations for
coming to the United States?” and, “How important is it for you to engage in the host
culture?”

Previous intercultural experiences. The motivation and attitude necessary for
acculturation may be influenced by the athlete's intercultural background and the amount
and nature of one’s prior intercultural experience. As Paige and Goode (2009)
emphasized, acculturation involves more stress if the individual’s intercultural
background is limited. On the contrary, “prior intercultural experience provides the
opportunity to acquire generalizable culture learning, adaptation and communication
skills” (Paige & Goode, 2009, p. 335). To determine prior intercultural experiences,
questions regarding foreign teammates on previous teams, close friends with different
cultural backgrounds, and whether or not the athletes had ever lived in any other
countries (particularly the United States) were included in the interview guide.

Sustaining home values while participating in the host culture. The preference to
maintain one’s cultural heritage is among the most effective acculturation strategies for
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business expats (Berry, 2005). While it may isolate the athlete, it may also support him in
his transition. Safdar, Lay, and Struthers (2003) reported that immigrants thrive by
maintaining their cultural heritage while participating in the new culture, as they are able
to maintain psychological stability while they experience acculturative stress. The
scholars state that in-group behavior is often practiced through involvement with
members of their own cultural group, and through the practice of cultural traditions.
Campbell et al. (2009) found that a combination of cultural maintenance and
contact-participation appeared to enhance the likelihood of adaptation and settlement.
Almost all the players who engaged more with other members of their home cultural
group facilitated cultural maintenance. As time progressed, some players began to engage
more with others outside of their group. Hence, the interview guide included questions
about how the athletes cultivated their home culture, and its meaning and significance for
them in combination with their engagement in the host culture in their everyday lives.

Social Support System
Social ties with Americans can mediate the links between one’s home cultural
values and contact with the host society (Kim, Lujan, & Dixon 1998; Oudenhoven, van
der Zee, & Kooten, 2001). From their survey of Chinese international students studying
in the United States, Zhang and Goodson (2010) reported that those with greater
adherence to the host culture seemed to enjoy social interaction with Americans, to
believe in American values, and to recognize the importance of developing American
cultural practices.
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Teammates and leadership. A comparison of the acculturation process of sixteen
international student-athletes with that of international students revealed that the
international student-athletes were significantly more well-adjusted to college than the
international non-athletes. Statistically, the international student-athletes adjusted to
college just as well as U.S. domestic student-athletes. This may be the case because
international student-athletes enter U.S. colleges with a pre-formed socialization network
of teammates and other athletes (Ridinger & Pastore, 2000). However, the sample size
was small, and the non-athletes were primarily from Asia while the athletes were
primarily from Europe and North America.
For the foreign athlete, the host sports teams and their management may also play
a decisive role in the acculturation process. The clubs have a responsibility to create an
environment that is supportive and fosters a sense of community. A stronger sense of
coherence is created when the foreign athletes feel that they fit in (Campbell et al., 2009).
Haapanen, Mosek, and Ng (2012) reported on the particularly crucial role of teammates
and coaches in the acculturation process of six professional female swimmers from
Finland who migrated to Australia. Similarly, Aboriginal athletes pursuing sports in
Euro-Canadian contexts also indicated that the engagement of domestic teammates and
management played an important role in their adjustment process (Blodgett et al., 2014).
By studying the growing number of foreign athletes playing in the Danish
women’s handball league, Agergaard (2008) pointed out that the administrative staff, the
sporting staff, and the Danish players were all expected to take part in the integration
process. Duchesne et al.’s (2011) interviews with six head coaches of the women’s
Division I university soccer teams revealed the coaches’ sentiment that their relationship
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with the international athletes was somewhat “parental,” and that they felt responsible for
them in both their personal and athletic lives; furthermore, they made themselves
available “24 hours a day” (p. 15). They also reported that once they perceived the
international athletes had adapted, “they realized the timing was appropriate [for the
athletes] to fully develop their capacity and skills” (Duchesne et al., 2011, p. 16).
Studies with business teams confirm this finding. Oudenhoven, van der Zee, and
Kooten (2001) reported the importance of team members acknowledging their cultural
differences, assuming responsibility, and actively participating in solving conflicts within
their teams. Brett, Behfar, and Kern (2006) stressed that the best approach was for the
whole team to be involved. Fostering belonging may play an important role, where
incoming athletes and others within the new sports environment “seek to merge their
views to retain a unified system,” (2013, p. 112) as illustrated in Battochio et al.’s study
using the content analysis of newspaper articles and the websites of professional sports
teams.
Professional athletes may experience acculturation in three different scenarios. In
the first scenario, acculturation is the athlete’s responsibility. Coaches and teammates
expect the athlete to learn the new language, fit into the new team, and meet its training
standards. The coaches and teammates furthermore are not aware that reciprocity is
necessary, so they expect the athletes either to adjust or to risk not being coached. In this
scenario, the athletes may encounter an enormous amount of acculturative stress
accompanied by a potential decline in performance (Schinke et al., 2013).
In the second scenario, the teammates and coaches support immigrant athletes,
encouraging them to learn about the host culture’s cultural and language requirements
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instead of demanding them to change. Limited reciprocity exists. Unlike the previous
example, the athletes are not alienated for committing cultural errors. Instead, coaches
and teammates seek to teach them relevant terminology, and may also introduce them to
social norms of the team. In the third scenario, the team shares responsibilities associated
with the acculturation process of the athlete. All the parties involved will value the
different cultural perspectives. Reciprocally, athletes, teammates, and coaches learn each
other’s values and norms. Schinke and McGannon (2013) claim this option has the
highest potential for actual social integration of foreign players.
Business literature indicates that leadership expectations seem to be very
important for success abroad. Unfortunately, reports indicate that in many professional
sports teams, coaches and management seem to lack the assistance they need to facilitate
integration of the foreign athletes. For example, most German Bundesliga and English
Premier League soccer clubs do not systematically assist the players in their acculturation
processes (Eichler 2011; Kuper & Szymanski, 2009). Former MLB player Todd Jones
(2003) stated that "the guys from Latin America sign and get thrown to the dogs. They
have to make it on their own” (p. 26).
Foreign athletes need to know what is expected of them (Jack & Stage, 2005).
Additionally, coaches and team management need to communicate their ideas of success
with the athletes, and explain how their strengths and weaknesses will fit the role
requirements. Hence, in my interview guide for the coaches, I included questions about
their expectations and how they communicated these to their foreign athletes.
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Peers: other athletes or students. Peer mentoring by athletes from similar backgrounds
was found to be particularly helpful in the initial transition. Pairing foreign studentathletes with peers was essential for coping with the process of learning to be
independent, how to stay on schedule, how to manage classes and practice routines, and
the logistics of food and housing (Schinke et al., 2011). From their review of sixty-four
studies referring to the predictors of psychosocial adjustment of international students,
Zhang and Goodson (2011) reported that thirty-seven studies indicated that aside from
English language proficiency, social contact with American peers was the most
frequently reported acculturation predictor. The scholars also found that students with
significant social support, and consequently lower stress levels, reported fewer symptoms
indicating a negative adjustment, such as depression (Schinke et al., 2011).
Nevertheless, in some cases peers can impede the athletes from achieving the
norms and values needed to function within the new environment (Schinke et al., 2011),
because of differences among the expectations of foreign athletes towards their
teammates. Individuals from collectivistic cultures are more disposed toward cooperation
and an emphasis on the importance of interdependence than those from individualistic
cultures (Cox, Lobel, & McLeod, 1991; Yi & Park, 2003). Consequently, the role of the
athletes’ teammates was addressed in my study in several ways. First, I included
interviews with domestic teammates in my study design and interviewed them in regard
to their support of the foreign athletes. Second, in the interviews with the foreign athletes,
I included questions about their perception and satisfaction with their teammates’ support
as well as more general questions about their relationships with them.
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Family and partners. In addition to the athlete’s sports environment, players who
relocated with family may tend to settle and adjust more smoothly (Campbell et al.,
2009). Parents (Richardson et al., 2012) and significant others (Pummell, Harwood, &
Lavallee, 2008) particularly can provide emotional support. Family may play an
important role, especially for someone coming from a collectivistic culture. For example,
studies with business expats found that conflict in the interactions between in-group
members may result in an increase in acculturation-related stress among people from
Vietnam, a collectivistic society (Lay & Nguyen, 1998).
Blodgett et al. (2014) pointed to a case where family members at home were
facing difficulties and stressed that this also could hinder athletes in their acculturation by
putting added pressure on them to succeed financially and even provide support for
family back home. Thus, questions on the role of the foreign athletes’ families were
included in the interview guide. Aside from asking them who they brought with them or
had to leave back home, I asked questions about the importance of spending time with
family or of communicating with those at home.
Social support predicts good psychological adaptation (Berry, 2005). Due to its
buffering function on psychosocial stress (Safdar, Lay & Struthers, 2003), this aspect
may be particularly important for understanding the foreign athletes’ acculturation from
an action-oriented perspective and identifying the factors that assist with making a
smooth transition for foreign athletes. In particular, social support of persons who are
culturally sensitive is important during the transition process, because it provides
continuity in terms of identity and a sense of belonging (Campbell et al., 2009), which
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can be provided by people outside of the sports environment as well as by teammates,
coaches, and management (Schinke et al., 2012).
In summary, this literature review has shown that the foreign athletes’
acculturation is influenced by a complex interplay of diverse factors from within the new
athletic environment, macrocultural influences, personal characteristics, and the athletes’
social support system. While existing literature shows a variety of acculturation models,
none seems to capture these four most relevant factors as presented in Figure 2.2.

Social Support
System

Acculturation
of the Elite
Athlete

New Athletic
Environment

Figure 2.2 Influences on foreign athletes’ acculturation (source; author)

All of these influences vary in degree and intensity from player to player. The
struggle of athletes during their transition to a new team in a new culture may easily
contribute to a failure to meet performance expectations when playing outside of their
home culture or country. As a result of the additional burden of acculturation, some
athletes may even face severe psychological trauma or problems.
For example, moving companies report from players’ mansions remaining unused
and from others having open fire places in the middle of their living rooms (Eichler,
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2011). Another example is Breno, a Brazilian defense player who moved to Bayern
Munich, a German club, and received a $12 million salary; yet he was convicted for
reasonable suspicion of malicious arson of his own house (Winter, 2011). A former U.S.
baseball player reported that players from Latin America, Japan, Korea, Australia,
Holland and Canada, who come with the intent to play in the big American baseball
leagues, experience “huge cultural barriers” when they start playing in the minor leagues
in the United States. This comment correlates with Jones (2003) observation (p. 26),
“Guys from Latin America sign and get thrown to the dogs. They have to make it on their
own.” (p.26).
Instead of finding new ways to assist these athletes, clubs seem to adjust their
recruitment strategies. For example, clubs in the Danish women’s handball league
preferred either Nordic players, because they do not demand as many resources as players
from other countries, or those who are already confident in the local language and culture.
“The idea is that a new foreign player should quickly adapt to the culture in the club”
(Agergaard, 2008, p. 15). Furthermore, Kuper and Szymanski (2009) reported from clubs
in the English Premier League that due to their experiences with Brazilian players, who
had suffered from strong acculturation difficulties, they have become more reluctant to
sign new Brazilian players. Since Brazilian players are among the world’s best players,
the clubs are abstaining from valuable assets to their teams and may lose a potential
important contribution to their teams’ performance. Hence, the assessment of foreign
athletes’ acculturation process, identifying their difficulties and influences with
acculturation, may ultimately make the clubs more successful.
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New policies and practices could help these highly-skilled professionals in their
transition. However, the existing literature is confined by limited sample sizes and a lack
of in-depth data, so it remains unclear how foreign athletes acculturate, which challenges
are more formidable, and which factors provide the greatest amount of support for a
smooth transition. Accordingly, this gap in the literature needs to be addressed. Even
though the detailed body of knowledge in the business literature on expatriate
acculturation provides useful insights for comprehending the adjustment issues of foreign
athletes, further research would still be needed in order to assist these highly-skilled
immigrant workers, as they often face far more difficult challenges than traditional
expats. For example, they are expected to perform at their highest levels immediately;
they have to compete with their colleagues for their position and playing time; and their
successes and failures are far more public.
In order to assist foreign athletes more holistically, in-depth research of their
acculturation process, using many of the acculturation findings presented above, is
necessary. Aside from microcultural aspects inside and outside of the sports environment,
macrocultural factors and personal characteristics were considered in the development of
the interview guides for the foreign athletes, their domestic teammates, and their coaches
(Figure 2.1). Several questions were designed to examine the role and influences of the
support system.
Case studies are “the preferred approach to provide a holistic description and
interpretation of each sport context from various agents” (Schinke et al. 2013, p. 1685).
Hence, this study uses the case study approach to address the main research question:
How do foreign elite athletes adapt to host and team culture in the United States? In
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summary, Cacau’s statement, “It is about time to view the athlete as a human being, and
not only as a body that has to function” (Eicher, 2011), may best express the crucial need
for addressing this question.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
The circulation of highly-skilled professionals between countries has created new
patterns of global migration. The traditional expat is disappearing and being replaced by
the nomadic worker, whose frequent transfer and shorter-term stays are designed to
accommodate the challenges of international business in today’s globalized world (Al-Ali
& Koser, 2012; Beaverstock, 2005; Brettell & Hollifield, 2013). Labor migration is also a
constant in today’s globalized world of sports. As media reports indicate, athletes
performing in top level sports in foreign countries seem to face acculturation difficulties
(Eichler, 2011; Falk, 2013; Jones, 2003; Winter, 2011). However, empirical research in
this area has been somewhat limited. Hence, one of the goals of this study is to fill this
important gap by explaining how elite foreign athletes adapt to living in the United
States.
When foreign elite athletes, including both students and professionals, come to the
United States, they acculturate at the macrolevel, or the level of the host culture, as well
as at the team level. From the time they arrive, both groups experience intense training
demands, a high level of competition, and the immediate expectation to exhibit a high
level of performance from coaches, staff, teammates and even the public (Hanton et al.,
2005). These challenges are further exacerbated by loneliness for family and friends,
unfamiliarity with a new community, communication difficulties complicated by the
introduction to a new language, and the need to adjust simultaneously to a new athletic
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role and to a new team (Schinke et al., 2011). The comparison and contrast of these two
elite groups enabled a comprehensive portrayal of their commonalities.
This study also facilitated an examination of key differences in their acculturation
processes. First, while professional athletes are not required to have an educational
degree, nor even a certain level of proficiency in English, college athletes must have both
a high school degree and certain scores on their SAT and TOEFL tests. Second, while the
motivation of student-athletes is getting a college degree in conjunction with performing
in top level sports, professional athletes move to the United States primarily for the
opportunity, to further career ambitions, and for economic reasons (Botelho & Agergaard
2011; Takahashi & Horne, 2006). Finally, whereas foreign professional athletes
sometimes do not have even a full season guaranteed in their contracts, most foreign
student-athletes arrive with a full scholarship for at least one academic year, as is the case
with the student-athletes in this study.
I chose foreign student-athletes from three Division I universities for Phase I and
professional athletes from two MLS clubs for Phase II to compare and contrast
acculturation patterns, processes, influences, and broader contexts. Their distinctive
contexts and preconditions were likely to reveal important information about the stages of
acculturation among elite athletes in unlike environments. For example, how does the
acculturation process occur in these different contexts? While noting the similarities, how
does the process differ? These differences are key for gaining an accurate and holistic
understanding of the acculturation process of foreign elite athletes.
This chapter is structured as follows: first, I will explain the methodological
framework of Phase I, the study with the student-athletes. I will then elaborate on the
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methodology used in Phase II, the study with the professional athletes. The research
design, sampling justification, data collection methods, operationalization of main
concepts, approach to analysis, and limitations are described in each section. The chapter
ends with a discussion of the ethical procedures which were utilized for this dissertation.

Phase I: Study with Foreign Student-Athletes
Since the goal of this study was to compare and contrast the acculturation process
of student-athletes with that of professional athletes, at the core of Phase I were foreign
student-athletes. U.S. college teams have increasingly incorporated student-athletes from
foreign countries into their sports programs. In the 2008-2009 season, 10,395 (2.44%)
“nonresident aliens” participated in the Division I college sports league. In fact, the
NCAA has more international student-athletes than ever before (Irick, 2011; NCAA,
2014).
This study identified the personal and cultural processes taking place when
foreign student-athletes moved to the United States, and examined how the process of
their adjustment impacted their abilities to perform. Phase I was exploratory in nature,
designed with qualitative method ‘semi-structured interviews’ to test the research
instrument for Phase II.

Sampling
The NCAA. The United States operates mainly on a scholastic-based system of athletic
competition. Brown (2005) estimated that 3,000 foreign student-athletes come to the U.S.
every year to participate in NCAA championship sports, with a number totaling
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approximately 460,000 athletes in 2012-2013, an all-time high (Irick, 2013). Eligibility to
become a student-athlete is usually determined by educational performance prior to
college participation (Roth, 2013).
Universities award scholarships on a yearly basis to prospective student-athletes,
who must maintain NCAA eligibility in order to keep their scholarships. Coaches may
choose to increase, decrease, or eliminate grant-in-aid annually based on athletic
performance, adherence to team rules, and/or academic performance (Laura, personal
communication, April 23, 2013). In Division I, for example, student-athletes must
complete 40% of the coursework required for a degree by the end of their second year,
60% by the end of their third year, and 80% by the end of their fourth year. They are
allowed five years to graduate, and must earn at least six credit hours each term. In
addition, they must meet minimum grade-point average requirements, which vary
respectively according to university GPA standards for graduation. All student-athletes
are covered by each school’s mandatory health insurance, plus a secondary insurance that
covers athletic injuries (Remaining Eligible - NCAA, n.d.).
The education of international student-athletes, like that of domestic studentathletes, may or may not be fully funded, and depends on the amount of the scholarship.
They do not get a salary but may receive a check, allotted solely for a room/board
allowance, the amount of which is determined by the amount of the scholarship, and
whether they live on or off campus. All the student-athletes participating in this study
were awarded, for their first year, a full scholarship which covered all competition travel
expenses, all uniforms and equipment, and all meal per diems during university breaks
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when they were required to be on campus (Laura, personal communication, April 23,
2013).

The selected colleges and students. For this study, I chose schools in Division I, the
highest competitive league level in college sports. Like professional athletes, the studentathletes were expected to perform well and to commit a great deal of time to their sport.
All of them had practice four to five times a week, sometimes twice a day plus sportrelated travel and competitions.
Since recently recruited foreign student players who would be new to the host
culture were central to this study, I purposefully selected student-athletes located at three
Division I universities, all three of which are in the southeastern United States. The
schools I chose met several conditions which might have influenced the acculturation
process. One criterion, campus location, was based on Letawsky et al.'s (2003) study
findings, which involved the examination of factors influencing the student-athlete’s
college selection process. The scholars found that the type of community in which the
campus is located, the institution's academic reputation, and school sports traditions were
major criteria for selection. I therefore contacted Research I universities, comprehensive
universities, and universities primarily focused on education because of the major
potential differences in academic expectations. I contacted small schools in metropolitan
areas, large universities in the suburbs, and universities in the countryside to include
immensely diverse environments. A Research I university in a city center with a strong
sports tradition, a comprehensive university in the suburbs, and a public university in the
countryside each agreed to participate in my study.
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In total, my study sample included eighteen foreign student-athletes. They were
all in their first semester, and none of them had ever lived abroad before. Their countries
of origin were Australia, Brazil, Colombia, England, Germany, Italy, Lithuania, Portugal,
Russia, Spain, and South Africa. Some had participated in team sports, others in
individual sports. The sample included five women and thirteen men, as follows: two
women and one man attended the Research I university in the city center with the strong
sports tradition; three women and five men went to the comprehensive university in the
suburbs; and one woman and six men were attending the public university in the
countryside. All of them were between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one.
These student-athletes had participated in football, golf, soccer, swimming, tennis,
and track and field. After the first semester, three of them returned home for personal
reasons, and three others did not respond to inquiries for a follow-up interview in the
second round. Therefore, a total of thirty semi-structured interviews were conducted in
Phase I.

Qualitative Rationale
The purpose of Phase I was to achieve an understanding of the acculturation
process of foreign student-athletes. In order to address the research question “How do
foreign student-athletes adapt to host and Division I team culture?” I chose to conduct
semi-structured interviews which would assist me with understanding how they were
interpreting, negotiating, and understanding their experiences. This type of interview also
allowed them to provide a comprehensive image of what they were experiencing
(Merriam, 2009). Furthermore, as an interviewer I was able to procure in-depth material
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by varying the sequence of questions and by asking further follow-up and/or probing
questions. This offered an opportunity to further explore topics that arose during the
interviews (Bryman, 2012).

The interview guide. The interview questions were primarily open-ended. I developed
them based on existing literature on the acculturation of professional foreign athletes.
Since the literature in this field is somewhat limited, I also included earlier study findings
on the acculturation of international students in U.S. colleges and literature on business
expats. I also addressed the unique circumstances of the foreign student-athletes, such as
their entitlement to an educational incentive, their scholarship offers, and various services
on campus that supported them. Themes and key variables addressed in the interview
guide are explained below, and relevant sample questions are included.

Research Questions and Operationalizations
Very few studies have been conducted on the adjustment of elite athletes to a new
culture on two significant levels, i.e., the host national culture, and the sports team
culture. My main research question enabled an in-depth analysis of how foreign athletes
adjust to their new team environment. In my interview guide, I addressed the following
three main topics during both rounds of interviews:
1. Personal Prerequisites (i.e., English Language Proficiency and Previous Intercultural
Experiences) and Social Support Systems within the Host Society (i.e., the sports
team and the college administration). I asked the students questions such as‚ “How
would you rate your confidence in your ability to understand English? Indicate your
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degree of confidence by choosing a percentage between 0 and 100.” Also‚ “Have you
lived in any other countries before? If so, where, when, and for how long?”
2. Cultural Engagement in the Host Culture. I addressed this theme with general
questions. “Do you spend time with your teammates outside of your sport on a
regular basis? Do you have good friends on your team?”, “Who played a central role
in your adaptation to the team? How did they influence your adaptation?”
3. Active Maintenance of the Home Culture. I addressed this topic with questions such
as, “What are your feelings about your home country now?” “How do you maintain
your home culture while engaging in U.S. culture?”, or “How do you spend your time
outside of your sports environment?” Home Support System. Finally, I assessed their
home support system with questions such as, “How often do you spend time
communicating with people back home?” “How do you think staying in touch with
home influenced your life here?”
Some of the questions applied to more than one category. I also included rather general
questions which linked their personal performance with their acculturation, such as‚
“How do you think your adaptation to life in the U.S. has influenced your performance in
your first year?” I further addressed each topic with additional questions referring to each
topic.
For the second round of interviews, I revised the interview guide to incorporate
themes that had emerged from the first round. For example, many of the student-athletes
had indicated that they had experienced homesickness in connection with their
performance. I thus added the question “Did your playing performance affect how you
felt about home?”

66

Research Procedures
The purpose of this research is to understand acculturation as an individual
process. Acculturation was thus measured at varying points of time in this study. Even
though the pace at which foreign student-athletes acculturate is unknown, acculturation
difficulties tend to decrease over time, while the adaptation process improves linearly,
also over time (Berry, 2005). However, Ward and Kennedy (1996) reported that the
overall level of depression of acculturating individuals was greatest after the first month,
and then after the first year, of living abroad. Hence, I established a time-frame whereby I
could collect my data at the beginning and at the end of the foreign athlete’s first
academic year in the United States.
The semi-structured interviews with incoming foreign student-athletes were
conducted between August 2012 and April 2013. All of them had arrived at the beginning
of the 2012 academic school year. The initial interview was thus conducted in their first
month at school, and the final interview at the end of the academic year, in April 2013.
Each interview was conducted face-to-face and lasted between thirty minutes and
one hour. The data was collected in a private, comfortable atmosphere, such as in a quiet
room with a closed door, on the bleachers in an empty gym, or outside on the campus
lawn. Written informed consent was collected from all student-athletes before the
interviews took place. All interviews were digitally audio–recorded, and written
fieldnotes were documented at the same time.
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Data Analysis
After the first round of interviews, I initially reviewed the transcribed interviews
and fieldnotes by highlighting significant quotations, or parts of quotations, of the raw
data. This initial categorization helped to develop the themes and questions for the
interview guide which would be used during the final round of interviews, and was
especially useful for unexpected findings, such as the professional athletes’ indications of
problems with meeting basic needs.
After I had transcribed all the field notes and interviews from both rounds of
interviews, I started coding by highlighting significant (parts of) quotations in the data. I
set up primary codes in accordance with findings from former studies about the
acculturation of foreign students, foreign student-athletes, foreign professional athletes,
and foreign business persons. I also coded inductively to explore aspects which had not
directly emerged from earlier studies, and which seemed unique to the professional sports
context, to identify new unanticipated themes that were not present in previous empirical
research. I read through the interview transcripts and, based on the emergence of certain
themes, I identified analytical categories, which I then used to develop further thematic
codes.
I reorganized my data and constructed categories from the classification of my
initial coding in a second coding cycle to set up final codes. Here, I synthesized the
variety and number of codes into a more unified scheme. For example, I coded the
athletes’ challenges with getting used to American food, knowing where to buy groceries,
and/or getting a driver’s license into struggles with basic needs. After I set up all the
codes, I coded all the texts for the presence or absence of relevant themes and pulled
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together all the data for each coding category, taking care to maintain the original context
of the coded data through the use of NVIVO qualitative data analysis software.
To establish causal relationships within the acculturation process, I applied pattern
matching, whereby actual results were compared with expected results based on previous
studies. I used the results to build an explanation for how certain conditions led to other
conditions (Williams & Vogt, 2011). To identify and analyze discrepant data, I crosschecked inferences with informants, and addressed rival explanations in order to avoid
incorrect assumptions (Yin, 2009). For example, while some of the foreign athletes
initially indicated the importance of the staff members’ support in their daily lives, others
did not mention it. Conversely, since staff members also discussed their support for the
foreign athletes, I addressed the staff’s role in the acculturation process of the foreign
athletes in the interviews. The understanding which evolved was that while comments of
most of the athletes at one of the clubs supported the previous comments about the staff’s
important role, a lack of support from the staff was indicated by the athletes at the other
club. Furthermore, I examined both the supportive and discrepant data to assess whether
retaining or modifying my earlier conclusions through memoing would be more plausible
(Maxwell, 2005).

Limitations
The study was limited by its sample size. Due to time constraints, I was not able to
include foreign student-athletes from more universities. Furthermore, after the first
semester, three of them returned home for personal reasons. Speaking to them would
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have been particularly interesting since two of them appeared to have faced significant
struggles in their acculturation process.
The pressure the athletes experienced may have varied by university. At Research
I schools with a strong emphasis on college sports, student-athletes may have very high
academic demands in addition to the pressure to perform well athletically. Athletic
performance standards at smaller schools of education may not have been as high. In a
follow-up study, a larger sample size, with more student-athletes from a greater number
of universities with varying academic requirements and athletic levels, should be
included.

Phase II: Case Study with Professional Athletes
Phase II of this research is the study of professional athletes who performed in
MLS in 2013, and is subsequent to Phase I, my study with the foreign student-athletes.
The findings from Phase I guided the development of the study design of Phase II in three
ways: first, the themes that emerged from my study of the student-athletes helped to
frame the topics in the interview guide for the foreign professional athletes. Second, the
sampling process in Phase II was guided by the sampling process in Phase I. To illustrate,
because the study of the student-athletes revealed that their acculturation was greatly
influenced by their sports environment, I aimed to collect data from teammates, coaches,
and management in the Phase II study design to further ensure accuracy and internal
validity. Finally, the results from Phase I were instrumental for generating the research
sub-questions and hypotheses for Phase II.
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The Case Study Approach
Case study research is an in-depth study of a particular phenomenon (Yin, 2009).
Each instance or example is called a “case” (Swanborn, 2010). In Phase II, the case that
is being studied is the acculturation process of foreign athletes on two different
professional soccer teams in MLS.
The case study approach is particularly suitable because it has the benefit of
offering an intensive, holistic description and explanation of the acculturation process
(Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009), which is complex and influenced by many factors. With this
approach, I was able to capture complex relationships, focus on the patterns and
processes of acculturation, and investigate the acculturation of individuals within their
environment (Ward, Bochner & Furnham, 2006).
Furthermore, the case study approach allowed me to examine the particularities of
each foreign athlete’s acculturation process over the course of the season. Unknown
influences could be captured, and a better understanding of their potential upon the
athlete’s performance could emerge (Stake, 2013). One can nonetheless often generalize
on the basis of a single case. As Flybjerg (2011) claimed, “the force of example” and
transferability of a case is often underestimated (p. 314).

The comparative case study approach. To gain an in-depth understanding of the
complexities associated with the acculturation process, the comparative case study
approach was applied. An understanding of the complex acculturation process at different
clubs was gained by interviewing foreign athletes on two different teams. To learn about
the influence of context on foreign athletes’ acculturation and to gain an accurate
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understanding of the various factors influencing acculturation in different clubs, both
clubs were chosen based on varied criteria.
The comparative case study approach provided an understanding of which
experiences are shared by all foreign athletes, which factors that influence acculturation
are context-specific, and how different contexts influence the acculturation process.
Consequently, the findings are more compelling than those of a single case and,
consequently, the overall study is more robust. This research approach also provided the
assurance that the information obtained was accurate, whereby its meaning was also
accurate and not misinterpreted (Yin, 2009).

Sampling
Elite athletes remain one of the least understood immigrant groups. Little is
known about their acculturation process and its impact on their performance. To create an
opportunity for an intense study, purposive sampling was necessary.

Soccer. Soccer was selected for several reasons. As the most popular sport in the world,
most countries have a team that plays on the professional level, and would benefit from
the export of some of the findings and inferences of this research. As the landscape of
professional soccer has become increasingly diverse across the globe, single teams
frequently consist of a number of players from different parts of the world. For example,
the soccer leagues in Belgium, England, Germany, Greece, Portugal, and Russia import
more than 50 percent of their players from other countries (Besson, Poli, & Ravenel,
2010).
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This growing trend has been apparent in MLS, the American soccer league.
During the 2011 season, MLS reported that 48 percent of its players were foreign, the
largest percentage in league history (Hightower, 2012). With 152 international players
divided among 19 MLS clubs (MLS, n.d.) in 2013, MLS was the most diverse
professional sports league among the five major leagues in the United States (Major
League Baseball, the National Basketball Association, the National Football League, the
National Hockey League, and Major League Soccer). This number may increase since
MLS rules and regulations state that there are no limits on the number of international
players allowed on each club’s roster (Roster Rules and Regulations, 2014).

MLS. The league was founded in 1996. Today it consists of nineteen teams, sixteen of
which are located in the United States; the other three are in Canada. In 2013, MLS
announced that an additional team, the New York City Football Club, would become the
20th team in the League, and four more teams are planned in the near future (Belson,
2013, May 22; Das & Waldstein, 2014, April 14).
The league is divided into two conferences. In the 2013 season, the Eastern
Conference had ten teams; the Western Conference, nine. The regular season started on
March 2 and ended October 27, during which time each team played thirty-four games in
total (seventeen home games, seventeen away games). The playoffs, which involved the
top five teams from each Conference, started on November 2 and ended on December 7.
In each Conference, the top three clubs earned byes to the semifinals, while the fourth
and fifth-place finishers competed in a single-elimination play-in match.
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MLS is organized as a franchise structure; club operators therefore have a
financial stake in the company because of their ownership of individual teams. Player
salaries are determined by a base salary and signing bonus. Additional bonuses are based
on individual performances. All players are equally eligible to be selected for game-day
squads, which consist of eighteen players (Roster Rules and Regulations, 2014). Players
have six weeks of vacation each year during the off-season; during the season, they are
guaranteed five days off every two months, and the dates are determined by the clubs
(mlsplayers, n.d.). During the 2013 season, all the roster spots counted against the clubs’
salary budget of $ 2,950,000.
Whereas players in most professional soccer leagues in the world have contracts
directly with the clubs for whom they play, soccer players in the U.S. have contracts with
MLS directly. This arrangement facilitates the practice of trading and transferring
players.
The league signs new players each year; in 2013, the pool of players included 152
international athletes. Players from this pool were selected by the clubs during the “MLS
SuperDraft,” which was held in Indianapolis before the season started, on January 17,
2013. The draft was divided into two rounds, and the order in which the clubs selected
players was determined by a combination of each team’s final playoff position in the last
season and its regular season position. For example, the winners of the MLS Cup were
given the last selection. A supplemental draft, held January 21, consisted of four rounds
of nineteen picks (mlsplayers, n.d.).
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The clubs. To illustrate the impact of context on the acculturation process of foreign
athletes, I chose non-probability sampling. As stated earlier, recently recruited foreign
players, who would be new to the host culture, were central to this study. I therefore
purposefully selected two men’s soccer teams that play in MLS. To compare and contrast
the acculturation processes, influences, and contexts in two clubs with varying conditions,
the respective clubs were carefully chosen based on Stake’s (2013) criteria for selecting
cases: the clubs were relevant to the study of the acculturation process and provided
relevant scenarios for the diversity and complexity which occur across contexts, including
salary and the number of foreign players.
I considered a selection criterion referring to context, as acculturation is
influenced by the context in which it takes place. In fact, context is inseparable from the
acculturation process (Birman, Trickett, & Buchanan, 2005). I therefore analyzed MLS
clubs based on the number - and greatest diversity - of foreigners. At the start of the 2013
season, 213 foreign players, representing 61 countries, performed in MLS (MLS, March
28, 2013). On average, 40.5% of all players on a team, or approximately 12 players per
club, were foreign (Current National Players, 2014).
My goal was to select two cases that were as similar as possible to other clubs in
MLS so that my findings could be generalized for application to as many clubs as
possible. To increase the external validity of my study, I contacted clubs which had an
average number of foreign athletes. The two clubs which agreed to participate in my
study will henceforth be called “The Lions” and “The Wolves.” Both clubs were wellsuited to my study because of the numbers of foreigners on their teams. In 2013, The
Lions had seventeen American players and thirteen foreign players from ten different
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countries. The Wolves had sixteen American players and fourteen foreign players from
nine different countries. At both clubs, the foreign athletes were from at least two
continents other than North America (MLS Players Union, 2013).
While many studies emphasize that acculturation is a mutual process between
hosts and immigrants, they tend to focus on the non-dominant group’s perspective and
neglect the dominant group (Berry, 2008; Piontkowski et al., 2000). Since acculturation
in this study is viewed as a social process that occurs in a context in which the
acculturating individual and his environment are in dynamic contact with each other
(Padilla & Perez, 2003), I considered the context on two levels. The first level I
considered was environment. One of the clubs was situated in the suburb of a larger town
that is rather culturally homogenous; the other was situated in a posh, also culturally
homogenous suburb, and near a big city with a larger Latino population. To address the
potential differences in the acculturation process of the foreign athletes due to the
differing environments, I included questions about their environments in the interview
guide.
Second, I included multiple perspectives from both clubs, which was critical for
mapping the complexity of influences on the foreign athletes’ acculturation process
(Creswell & Clark, 2010). To address the research question in Phase II of my study,
“How do foreign athletes adapt to host and MLS team culture?” I included some of the
American teammates, as well as other foreign teammates, who had been with MLS for
more than one season. This combination of multiple perspectives added complexity,
richness, and depth to the study. Through triangulation, I expected to reach a full, indepth understanding of the foreign athletes’ acculturation processes (Flick, 2014).

76

The fact that some team members might have understood the foreign athletes’
acculturation process better than others because they had already been through it
themselves was taken into account when selecting interviewees among the players.
Interviews with teammates and management personnel who were in regular contact with
the foreign athletes helped to crosscheck the data gathered during interviews with the
foreign athletes and provided an additional perspective on the players’ integration into the
team and its culture. This helped to avoid incorrect assumptions and inferences, and
strengthened internal validity. However, due to time constraints, I was able to interview
only two club management personnel who were in close contact with the athletes.
Overall, the sample consisted of semi-structured interviews with eight foreign
athletes and three American teammates with the Wolves, and nine foreign athletes, three
American teammates, and two staff members with The Lions. As the MLS players’ union
is also in close contact with the players, a union staff member was included in the
interviews. The final sample included twenty-six people and a total of thirty-eight
interviews.

The Research Design
From studying student-athletes, I realized that my research during Phase II would
benefit by including a quantitative instrument that measured the foreign athletes’
acculturation process. The IDI questionnaire offered such a quantitative measure by
illustrating the development of the acculturation process from the time the foreign athlete
joined the team until the season ended. I implemented the IDI questionnaire in order to
assess the extent of the acculturation process from the beginning to the end of the season,
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by measuring the increase in worldview changes in ‘‘orientations toward cultural
difference,” and by distinguishing between the six stages of “denial, defense,
minimization, acceptance, adaptation and integration” (Hammer & Bennett, 2009).
Unfortunately, only a few athletes agreed to take the IDI during the first round of
interviews, and they skipped many of the questions, or else had major difficulties
understanding them. Rudmin (2009) pointed out the measurement problems with
acculturation assessment instruments. In a review of nineteen studies, each of which
compared between seven and fifty-seven instruments, he reported that they were plagued
by measurement problems. One of the main problems referred to the fact that
acculturation scales require that the culture remain constant, whereas different aspects of
culture vary in importance for different societies. Each pairing of cultures would
therefore need unique questions (Rudmin, 2009). He stressed that universal measures
have produced data with poor convergent validity, poor divergent validity, and poor
reliability.
Furthermore, as this study also found, tests such as the IDI must be adjusted to the
educational background of the respective respondents. Many respondents were unable to
adequately understand what was being asked or else had difficulties with reading,
comprehension, and/or the language in which the IDI was presented. Consequently, I
decided to exclude the quantitative instrument from the study. Since a case study
approach is particularly suitable for revisiting the different facets of the research design
which result from discoveries during data collection (Yin, 2009), I focused on the
instrument of the “interviews,” which worked quite well. Based on the findings from the
first round, I revised the interview guide for the second round (see also data analysis),
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and also added questions which would assess the extent of the acculturation process from
the beginning to the end of the season.

Qualitative rationale. Because this study seeks to explore and explain the acculturation
process of foreign athletes in MLS, the comparative case study approach encompassed
semi-structured interviews, a qualitative research method. Interviews were used to gain
an in-depth understanding of the factors influencing the professional foreign athletes’
acculturation process, including the context in which it took place, the challenges they
faced in relation to their acculturation, and possible effects on their performance. The
research identifies, but does not quantify, the relative importance with which various
influences impacted the athletes, although inferences can be drawn based on frequencies
in the data.
I aimed to understand how the foreign athletes made meaning of, negotiated, and
understood their experiences. Interviews as a research instrument enabled the foreign
athletes to give a realistic image of what they experienced (Merriam, 2009). Furthermore,
the use of semi-structured interviews was valuable for insights into the perceptions of
teammates and staff members, and facilitated intimate stories of personal, lived
experiences. At the same time, this approach provided the depth and flexibility needed to
identify and manage influences that could not be anticipated in the initial research design.
In particular, this approach allowed the interviewees to raise additional topics which they
experienced as important.
The interview guide. The interview guide was a valuable tool for the exploration of
differing contexts which impacted both the foreign athletes and the student-athletes.
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When they come to the United States, the student-athletes are entitled to an educational
incentive, a scholarship guarantee for at least a year, and on-campus services dedicated to
their success. Professional athletes, on the other hand, face entirely different parameters.
They do not receive a guaranteed contract for several months, and during this time, a
change in their circumstances is constantly a possibility. No level of proficiency in
English is required for participation on the team. However, they do not have to contend
with the potential role conflict between being a student and being an athlete. The
interview guide helped to clarify these differences alongside the similarities; also, I was
able to modify some of the interview questions when they did not seem to elicit
appropriate responses, either during the interview itself or afterward.
After I developed interview guides for interviews with the foreign athletes, I
modified them for interviews with their coaches, management, and some of their U.S.
teammates. The interviews took between fifteen and sixty minutes. They enabled me to
collect data with enough detail and variety to realize a full picture of the athlete’s
acculturation process (Maxwell, 2005). Instead of following questions in a predetermined
order and consistently asking them in a uniform way, I developed semi-structured
interviews to preserve the opportunity for spontaneous follow-up questions, and to allow
for the possible pursuit of leads when deemed appropriate, or in order to skip questions
when they had already been answered during the natural course of conversation. In
addition, this structure allowed the interviews to unfold in a conversational manner, so
that the interviewee could explore any issues he or she felt were important within the
scope of the posed questions. While interviews were the main research instrument, my
interview notes were also included.
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Research Questions, Hypotheses and Operationalizations
The research question of Phase II was similar to that of Phase I, but was adjusted
to the different context: “How do foreign athletes adapt to host and MLS team culture?”
The qualitative part of the project addressed the following research sub-questions and
hypotheses:
RQ1: What do foreign athletes coming from diverse backgrounds have in
common in their acculturation processes?
In general, this question was assessed in the interview at the end of the season by asking:
“Who played a central role in your adaptation?” and “How did they influence your
adaptation?”
The first hypothesis is based on the findings from the study with the student-athletes,
which indicated that the team has a decisive influence on the acculturation process. Since
every team needs cohesion for its maintenance and development (Mullen & Copper
1994), I hypothesized the following:
H1a: Strong team cohesion facilitates the acculturation process.
In this study, team cohesion is conceptualized as a “dynamic process, which is reflected
in the tendency of a group to stick together and remain united in the pursuit of its
instrumental objectives as well as for the satisfaction of member affective needs”
(Carron, Brawley, & Widmeyer, 1998, p. 213). The hypothesis was tested using the
interview questions such as, “How did your teammates integrate you into the team?”
“Did your sports team support you in your new life over here? How so?” as well as, “Did
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you spend time with your teammates outside of the sports environment? If so, how often
did you get together and what did you do?”
H1b: The foreign athletes’ families play a central role in the foreign players’
acculturation.
This hypothesis was measured with interview questions such as, “How often do you
expect to spend time communicating with people from back home in the first three
months?” during the first round of interviews, and “How do you think your staying in
touch with home influenced your (new) life over here?“ during the final round of
interviews. This second hypothesis refers to the finding from Phase I that the strengths of
family ties are positively related to social inclusion into mainstream society. It is based
on Constantine et al. (2005), Campbell et al. (2009), Richardson et al. (2012), and
Pummell, Harwood, and Lavallee (2008), as well as Lay and Nguyen (1998). They found
that foreign athletes can gain emotional support by engaging with other members of their
home cultural group, and particularly with their families.
RQ2: What are the most important factors that help an elite foreign athlete
reach an acculturation orientation of integration?
In general, this question was assessed with interview questions such as, “Do you expect
social situations to be frustrating sometimes?” “How have you spent your free time?” and
“What were your biggest challenges? How did you cope with them?” “What should you
have known before your move that would have helped you in your adjustment?”
The third hypothesis is based on the finding from Phase I that experiencing the
acculturation process on a conscious level, especially a change in cultural knowledge and
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behavior, helps the athletes in their orientation towards integration. Hence, the third
hypothesis states:
H2a: Experiencing changes in cultural knowledge and behavior on a
conscious level facilitates an orientation towards integration.
This hypothesis was tested with interview questions such as, "Is daily life different in the
United States from that in your home country?" "What did you learn from living here
your first year?” and “How did you cultivate your home culture? Did that help you? If so,
how?"
The fourth hypothesis is based on the finding that the majority of student-athletes,
who spent most of their time with their teammates – both in and outside of the sports
environment – engaged daily and actively with the host society, which suggests an
orientation towards integration. Hence, the fifth hypothesis states:
H2b: Engaging in the host culture by spending time with teammates inside
and outside the sports environment facilitates an orientation towards
integration.
I assessed this hypothesis with questions such as, "How did you participate in the
American culture?" and "Did you spend time with your teammates outside the sports
environment? If so, how often did you get together and what did you do?” also, “How did
that develop: Who initiated those get togethers?"
RQ3: What are the most important factors that hinder the acculturation
process?

83

In general, this question was assessed by asking "What were the greatest challenges while
living in the U.S.?" or, "What did you learn from living here in your first year? What
lessons were learned?"
My study with the student-athletes revealed that injuries seemed to be a major
stressor in the acculturation process. Pedro’s case, for example, refers to Smith and
Khawaja's (2011) study finding stating that if acculturative stress cannot be sufficiently
overcome with coping resources, this stress experience is overwhelming and may
eventually lead to an early return home. Hence, the sixth hypothesis states:
H3a: Injuries hinder the acculturation process.
I tested this hypothesis with questions such as, "Would having an injury, or, would not
having had an injury, have influenced your acculturation differently?"
The study with the student-athletes also revealed that even though they already
had a certain level of proficiency in English, they still faced challenges with the language.
Since the professional athletes, unlike the student-athletes, were not required to have any
level of fluency in English prior to joining MLS, one would presume that their challenges
must be harder. Yeh and Inose (2003) stressed that self-reported English language
fluency was a significant predictor of acculturative stress. A certain level of fluency, a
higher frequency of usage, and the degree to which people felt comfortable speaking
English predicted a lower level of stress. Hence, the next hypothesis states:
H3b: The lack of fluency in English is the main stressor the athletes face.
This hypothesis was measured by questions assessing English language skills in
understanding, speaking, reading, and writing at the beginning and end of the season. For
example, I used interview questions such as, "How would you rate your confidence in
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your ability to understand English?" as well as “Will you further work on improving your
English skills?" and, "How hard is it for you to understand underlying meanings of
messages?"
Table 3.1
Research Questions and Hypotheses
What do foreign athletes coming
from diverse backgrounds have in
common in their acculturation
processes?

What are the most important factors
that help an elite foreign athlete
reach an acculturation orientation
of integration?

What are the most important factors
that hinder the acculturation
process?

Strong team cohesion facilitates the
acculturation process.
The foreign athletes’ families play a
central role in the foreign players’
acculturation.
Experiencing changes in cultural
knowledge and behavior on a conscious
level facilitates an orientation towards
integration.
Engaging in the host culture by
spending time with teammates inside
and outside the sports environment
facilitates an orientation towards
integration.
Injuries hinder the acculturation
process.
The lack of fluency in English is the
main stressor the athletes face.

Research Procedures
As in Phase I with the student-athletes, my goal in Phase II was to understand
acculturation as an individual process. Hence, acculturation was assessed at different
points of time in this study. The interviews were conducted at the beginning and end of
the livelihood of the team (i.e., in one season). Furthermore, since the duration of the
acculturation process is unknown, the time-frame of one season offered a measure for
progress.
The data was collected during the 2013 MLS season (April-December), and I used
a two-stage research design. In Stage 1, the first round of interviews was conducted at the
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beginning of the season, after the teams were set. Interviews with The Lions were
conducted in April, and with The Wolves in June. In Stage 2, a final interview round was
conducted at the end of the season with The Wolves in November, and with The Lions in
December. One additional foreign athlete, who joined the team during the season, was
integrated into the study and was included in the final round of interviews.
Notes were taken during the interviews and all interviews were audio-recorded –
except two, which could not be recorded. In one case, one of the interviewees requested
that it not be recorded; in the other case, background noise was so loud, it was impossible
to record the interview. Two of the interviews were conducted over the phone, while the
rest were conducted face-to-face.
I used multiple sources of information and established a chain of evidence (Yin,
2009) by interviewing, in addition to all incoming foreign athletes, those who had been
on the team longer than one year, including head coaches, domestic teammates, and
management personnel, because of their varying perspectives and their roles in the
foreign athletes’ acculturation processes. Unfortunately, I was not able to interview the
assistant coaches because of time constraints. In addition, I was able to interview staff
members with The Lions only; their counterparts at The Wolves were not available due to
problems with access to interviewees.
With The Lions, I was able to conduct interviews in a private atmosphere during
both rounds, and in eight of them, a translator was present. The translator was a staff
member whom all the players knew very well, and in whose presence they were
comfortable sharing their answers confidentially. The interviews took as long as needed

86

to get appropriate responses to each question. In general, both rounds of interviews were
conducted with great support from the club management at every level.
With The Wolves, the majority of interviews during the first round were
conducted in a hallway in front of the locker room, where a press liaison was constantly
present. Since the club management limited each interview to fifteen minutes, only the
most important questions could be addressed. Furthermore, the translators were mostly
interns or other staff members whom the players did not seem to know. During the final
round of interviews, however, I was able to talk with the foreign athletes in a private
atmosphere, with neither time restrictions nor the presence of unfamiliar staff members.
In addition, no translators were present, but none were needed due to the players’
improved English proficiency.

Data Analysis
I set up primary codes in accordance with findings from Phase I, and from the
former studies of other scholars. As in Phase I, the deductive coding approach was
combined with an inductive approach of creating additional codes, to explore aspects
which had not directly emerged from former studies, and which seemed unique to the
professional sports context. I also identified analytical categories based on the detection
of certain themes, which I used for developing further thematic codes. After I finished
setting up all the codes, I recoded all the texts and pulled together all the data for each
coding category, as I did in Phase I.
To establish causal relationships within the acculturation process, I applied pattern
matching and explanation building (Williams & Vogt, 2011), as in Phase I. I
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crosschecked inferences with informants and addressed rival explanations in order to
identify discrepant data, and to avoid incorrect assumptions (Yin, 2009). Furthermore, I
examined both supporting and discrepant data to assess whether I should keep or modify
the conclusions I had drawn earlier (Maxwell, 2005).

Limitations
Sampling. This study is limited by its small sample size. Due to issues of access, along
with financial and time constraints, I was not able to include more cases. However, as
Flybjerg (2011) argued, one can often generalize on the basis of a single case; the “force
of example” (p. 305) is often underestimated. Furthermore, only a few of the foreign
athletes on both teams were in their first season with MLS. Yet what appeared to have
been a limitation turned out to be a strength: the foreign athletes who had been with the
club longer than one year discussed not only their first season with MLS, but also the
acculturation of many of their foreign teammates who joined the team after they did.
Some of the foreign athletes who had not been on any other team before had no previous
experience for comparison. A few of the foreign athletes who came to the United States
before playing in MLS might have had some prior experience which could have directly
impacted the results.

Data collection. While I did not encounter any limitations during the data collection
phase with The Lions, I encountered several limitations with The Wolves. At the
beginning of the season, the presence of the press liaison and absence of any atmosphere
of confidentiality left me with the impression that some of the interviewees did not feel
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safe to speak openly. The inclusion of translators whom the athletes did not know added
to their discomfort. Finally, the time limitation placed on the interviews meant that only
the most important questions could be addressed.
During the second round of interviews, only a few of the foreign athletes and their
teammates participated. The club offered a staff member with whom I could follow up
during the second round of interviews, although any interview would be contingent upon
his availability. He told me that none of the athletes I had spoken to during the first round
were interested in the second round of follow-up interviews. I was later told that the staff
member had not been briefed properly on the project and therefore did not approach the
players in a manner that would foster participation in the second round.
Nonetheless, it was my impression that only those athletes who had experienced a
positive acculturation process “wanted to be interviewed” a second time anyway, since
those who participated the second time appeared to have experienced a positive
acculturation. Teammates also reported that those who did not participate in the second
round appeared to have experienced a negative acculturation. This impression was later
confirmed by an American teammate. Thanks to the support of some of the players, I was
able to conduct a second round of interviews. This time no staff member was present, and
the interviews were conducted in a private atmosphere.
While interviews with the two head coaches had been planned during the final
round, both coaches had time constraints and were not available. Even though all
interviewees read and signed the confidentiality agreement, it may be possible that some
of them had not felt safe enough to reveal how they truly felt. Had I been able to spend
more time with them in order to develop sufficient rapport, perhaps they would have been
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more at ease. Unfortunately, this was not an option because of my own scheduling and
financial constraints.
Nonetheless, construct validity is ensured as the research instrument “interviews”
were tested before in Phase I, so that I was able to identify appropriate operational
measures for what was being studied. Internal validity was ensured through interviews
with multiple sources of evidence, i.e., the teammates and management of the foreign
athletes. A detailed research protocol ensured that the data collection procedure can be
repeated (with the same teams, or others) and would have similar results.

Ethics
Participation in Phase I and Phase II of this study was voluntary, confidential, and
based on informed consent. Respondents were provided with a consent form that
provided sufficient information for the participants to decide whether or not they wished
to participate in the study. I always pointed out to potential interviewees that they had the
right to refuse to participate, or they could simply choose not to answer certain questions,
and that their refusal would not be reported to their club or university, MLS, or any
athletic departments. Furthermore, pseudonyms for the clubs, schools, and the
interviewees were used to report interview results, and collected data was securely
protected in password-protected computer files (Bryman, 2012). In addition, IRB
approval was granted for the study (Study #13-013, September 9, 2012).
At the beginning of each interview, I asked all interviewees to read the consent
form and verbally assured them of confidentiality. I then summarized the purpose of the
study and asked the respondents if they had any questions. After the interviewee, the
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translator (if present), and I had signed the consent forms, I reiterated verbally that I
would both record the interview and make notes, and I provided the study participant
with a copy of the signed consent form.
I ensured that no identifiable information was disclosed during any stage of the
study. Numerous Division I teams, with a total of 351 colleges and universities, exist
(NCAA Members By Division, 2014), whereas MLS currently consists of only nineteen
teams (MLSsoccer.com, 2014). Thus, for example, if I had only one Brazilian player
among the MLS teams, I did not identify his nationality, and supplied his continent of
origin instead.
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CHAPTER 4
ACCULTURATION CONDITIONS
Introduction
The acculturation process is impacted by the acculturation conditions, or context,
within which it takes place (Birman, Trickett, & Buchanan, 2005). The study of the
acculturation process is therefore inseparable from its context, the importance of which
has been clearly demonstrated in Chapter 3. In this study, the context provides significant
information about the athletes' preparation for their transition to a foreign culture, as well
as their available buffering mechanisms which helped them adjust. The context also
offers information about conditions necessary for the proper and comprehensive
understanding of the process – even though it has been given only cursory attention in
acculturation research to date.
The conditions refer to the elements influencing the acculturation process and
include individual level factors (personal characteristics), and group-level factors
(characteristics of the host society and the society of origin) (Celenk & Van de Vijver,
2011). To examine the athletes’ acculturation process in detail, several acculturation
conditions of the foreign athletes are included in this study.
Individual level factors refer to personal characteristics of acculturating
individuals. In assessing why the life changes that occur when an individual moves to a
new country may be considered as challenging in one case, and yet threatening in
another, scholars have found that the cognitive appraisal of these changes varies and may
be influenced by personal characteristics (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2006). These
factors encompass the individual athlete’s previous intercultural experiences, the extent
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to which he or she was able to prepare for a move to a foreign country, motivations for
moving, and plans for the future. For example, the athletes may be motivated to invest
time and energy in engaging in the acculturation process if perceived reasons for relocating are positive, and career development opportunities exist (Jack & Stage, 2005;
Thomas & Lazarova, 2006). Such circumstances may predict the degree to which an
expat engages in his acculturation process, and the corresponding level of difficulties he
will experience. Therefore, these aspects should be taken into account in expat selection
to reduce problems associated with poor cross-cultural adjustment (Peltokorpi & Froese,
2012).
The acculturation conditions on the group-level refer to the social support system
within both the host society (including the sports team) and the society of origin. Since
strong social support predicts good psychological adaptation (Berry, 2005) due to its
buffering function on psychosocial stress (Safdar, Lay, & Struthers, 2003), acculturation
conditions on the group-level may be particularly important for understanding what is
required for successful acculturation. Because acculturation is occurring within the
context of both home and host cultural relations, both contexts may strongly influence
how the athletes experience their acculturation process (Bowskill, Lyons, & Coyle, 2007;
Liu, 2007).
The host society is an integral part of the acculturation process (Birman, Trickett,
& Buchanan, 2005). Since athletes acculturate on two levels, i.e., the macrolevel of the
host society and the microlevel of their athletic environment, both levels will be included
in their social support system. Studies have found that both the host sports team and
management may play a significant and decisive role in the acculturation process as they
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have the opportunity to create an environment that is supportive by fostering a sense of
community and belonging (Campbell et al., 2009; Ryba et al., 2012). Other studies
indicated that mentoring from other students – not necessarily athletes – is also one of the
most frequently reported acculturation predictors (Schinke et al., 2011; Zhang &
Goodson, 2011).
In addition to the host cultural environment, the athlete's society of origin plays a
role in his acculturation. The athletes’ families in particular can provide emotional
support and help buffer stressful experiences. Consequently, athletes who relocated with
their families were found to settle and adjust more smoothly (Campbell et al., 2009;
Pummell, Harwood & Lavallee, 2008; Richardson et al., 2012). Nonetheless, athletes
who engage with friends or teammates from home, or with other members of their home
cultural group, also facilitate cultural maintenance. Since sole engagement with members
of the home cultural group can be used as a mechanism for separation from the host
culture and ultimately for avoiding acculturation, an effective acculturation strategy
involves both maintaining one’s cultural heritage while engaging in the host culture
(Berry, 2005).
In summary, the context of the acculturation process includes personal
characteristics, as well as balanced interaction with both the host culture and the society
of origin. Since positive acculturation conditions enhance the likelihood of adaptation and
settlement, they are important for understanding the foreign athletes’ acculturation
process, and for identifying the factors that assist a smooth transition.
To determine patterns in the athletes’ acculturation contexts and preconditions on
both levels, I asked questions referring to the athletes’ preconditions at the beginning of
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their stay in the United States. Specifically, I asked them about previous intercultural
experiences, their motivations for coming to the United States, how they prepared for
their move to a foreign country, what goals they hoped to achieve while abroad, and how
their daily lives were impacted by the level of their language and communication skills,
and their previous intercultural experiences.
To examine their acculturation conditions in detail, I asked questions which
referred to their personal characteristics, such as: “Were there any foreign players on your
team at home?” “Have you lived in any other countries before?” “What were your main
motivations for coming to the United States?” “What goals do you hope to achieve while
here?” “Do you plan to move back home at some point? When? For what reason?” and,
“How would you rate your confidence in your ability to understand English?”
At the beginning and end of their first year/season, I asked the athletes questions
referring to group-level aspects, using the following questions: “Did your sports team
support your new life in the United States? How so?” “With whom have you spent most
of your time outside of your sports team environment?” and, “How do you think staying
in touch with home influenced your new circumstances?” In addition, general questions
like “Who played a central role in your adaptation?” and “How did they influence your
adaptation?” also contributed to a better understanding of group-level factors.
As explained in Chapter 3, I applied thematic analysis and pattern matching. This
chapter is structured as follows: the results of both samples (i.e., the NCAA studentathletes and the professional athletes) are described separately. The results of the study
with the student-athletes are presented first, followed by results of the study with the
professional athletes.
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In each section, emergent factors related to acculturation at the individual level are
discussed first. These personal characteristics include the athletes’ motives and reasons
for moving, moving preparations, language skills, and future plans. This section is
followed by a discussion of the group-level factors. The social support system within the
host society, including aspects referring to the athletes’ host sports teams and
management, are described next, followed by a description of the characteristics of the
host culture on the macrolevel. Finally, the society of origin, and specifically the support
of family and friends, are addressed.

Acculturation Conditions of the Foreign Student-Athletes
At the beginning of the school year, I examined the student-athletes’ personal
characteristics. I will explain these first, and then provide an explanation of acculturation
conditions on the group-level, referring to the characteristics of both the host society and
the society of origin (Celenk & Van de Vijver, 2011).
During the first round of interviews, my sample included eighteen foreign studentathletes at the beginning of their first academic year in the United States. After the first
semester, three of them returned home; additionally, three declined the follow-up exit
interview, so I interviewed the remaining twelve student-athletes at the end of their first
year in college, as explained in Chapter 3. Their ages ranged from eighteen to twenty-one
years old, and their countries of origin were Australia, Brazil, Colombia, England,
Germany, Italy, Lithuania, Portugal, Russia, Spain, and South Africa (Table 4.1).
Major findings revealed that the majority of foreign student-athletes were
motivated by self-determination to move to the United States. Their English language
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proficiency level significantly improved over the course of their first academic year.
Even though their previous intercultural experiences were minimal, their social support
from other students on campus, and especially from the sports team, predicted good
psychological adaptation. Furthermore, their contact with friends and family back home
provided them with a sense of identity and belonging.

Individual Level Factors: Personal Characteristics
In this study the individual level factors, which refer to personal characteristics of
the acculturating individuals, include their previous intercultural experiences, their
moving preparations, their motivations for moving, and their plans for the future. These
factors may predict the degree to which an expat engages in his acculturation and,
consequently, how difficult his acculturation process may be.
Previous intercultural experiences of the athletes refer to several aspects in this
study, for example, whether or not they encountered any foreigners on their home teams.
Although the majority of student-athletes reported that no foreigners were on their sports
teams at home, most of them said that they did have friends or classmates from different
cultural backgrounds. James from England commented:
My school was very international... people from all over... Ghana and Poland,
‘cuz London is quite a multicultural pot. There are quite a lot of people who aren’t
originally from England. Some were half English and half Ghanaian or half
Caribbean. (personal communication, September 13, 2012)
Only one foreign student-athlete reported that she had actually lived in another
country. Sarah from South Africa stated, “I have a British passport also. I lived in
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England for the first five years of my life” (personal communication, August, 24, 2012).
All the other student-athletes mentioned that they had traveled to other countries – either
for vacation, or competition, or both. Sergio, for example, said, “I traveled to Portugal,
France, England, Scotland, Italy, Turkey, and Greece, and the U.S.” (personal
communication, September, 14, 2012). Although they had all traveled to various
countries, only one other student had been to the United States prior to his enrollment in a
U.S. university.
Sam and Berry (2006) state that previous experience abroad plays an important
role in cross-cultural adjustment. While intercultural experience provides the opportunity
to acquire general cultural learning, adaptation, and communication skills, a limited
number of previous intercultural experiences portend more stressful experiences during
the acculturation process. The amount of time spent abroad, and the nature of one’s prior
intercultural experience, also play a role (Paige & Goode, 2009). Since Sarah was the
only who had lived abroad before, she may have been exempt from the stressful
acculturation experiences which might be anticipated for the other foreign studentathletes.
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Table 4.1
Demographics of the student-athletes

Age
Mariana 20
20
Daniel
21
James
19
Sergio
Florian 20
20
Amy
Kristina 20
20
Pedro
21
Giulia
21
Tom
20
Sarah
Thomas 19
19
Lucas
20
Daniel
19
Kevin
20
Felix
Manuel 19
Nastya 19
V = visited

Country of
Origin

Lived
In U.S.
Prim. Lanabroad (v/l)
guage
before before

Sport

Brazil
Germany
England
Spain
Germany
England
Lithuania
Portugal
Italy
Australia
South Africa
England
Brazil
New Zealand
Germany
Germany
Columbia
Russia

Portuguese
German
English
Spanish
German
English
Lithuanian
Portuguese
Italian
English
English
English
Portuguese
English
German
German
Spanish
Russian

Tennis
Tennis
Tennis
Golf
Golf
Soccer
T&F
T&F
Swimming
A. Football
Golf
Golf
Tennis
Tennis
Soccer
Soccer
Golf
T&F

No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
Yes
No
No
No
No
No
No
No

No
No
Yes (v)
Yes (v)
Yes (v)
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
Yes (v)
No
No
No
Yes (v)
No

Motives and Reasons for Assignment
Almost all the foreign student-athletes had the same goal, which was to perform in
their sport at a top level while getting a university degree. Tom, for example, stated, “Just
want to play football and coming over here you get a good education and being able to
play football. So it’s kinda like you get the best of both worlds, get a really good
education and that’s an experience not many people from Australia get” (personal
communication, September 10, 2012). Several athletes explained that this opportunity
was not available in their home countries. “In Brazil, the government don’t give us the
opportunity to play by a university. If you want to play sports, you have to play
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professional and here you have the structure to study and play tennis at the same time”
(Mariana, personal communication, September 26, 2012).
Minor themes that emerged from the data analysis referred to improving English
skills, becoming more independent, and the opportunity to advance in a future sports
career. Daniel from New Zealand stressed, “basically, I decided that if I wanted to
become a pro, the best way is to go to a college in America” (personal communication,
August 28, 2012). Other athletes stressed that simply getting a good education was their
main goal. As Sergio explained. “It’s much easier to learn with a system like this. The
professor cares about the students. If a student is struggling, having problems, he worries
about it and tries to help” (personal communication, September 14, 2012). A few foreign
athletes talked about a better chance to succeed, like Pedro:
It’s the country of opportunities, because if you come here to the United States,
you are going to be successful, I believe on that. For example, if you are here in
America, if you have good grades, if you do well in practice, you are going to be
rewarded, I believe in that. In Portugal you can do that, but sometimes you just
don’t have the opportunity, and here, you do that, work hard; do everything you
are supposed to do and you will be successful. (personal communication, October
9, 2012)
An individual’s reasons for moving will significantly impact his investment of
time and energy in adapting to the culture and may therefore predict to some degree the
level of difficulty in the acculturation process (Jack & Stage, 2005; Thomas & Lazarova,
2006). While Ridinger and Pastore (2000) reported that the major contributing factor in
the decision of international students to come to the United States was their families, this
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study indicates that the driving force behind the decision was the athletes themselves. In
accordance with Chirkov (2007), this finding suggests that the athletes are more likely to
work hard, are more proactive, and will attain better results in their adjustment; thus, their
self-determined motivation suggests success in their adaptation.

Preparations for Moving to the United States
All the foreign student-athletes mentioned studying for the SAT and the TOEFL
(English language skills) tests. Some took courses while others had tutors. “I had to study
a lot before I came here,” Mariana noted (personal communication, September 26, 2012).
I expected this finding, since students have to pass the SAT and TOEFL tests in order get
accepted into any American college (Department of Education, 2014). However, required
SAT and TOEFL scores differ slightly at various universities, and consequently the
student-athletes’ levels of proficiency in English and academics may vary.
Eight interviewees stated that they did not prepare for their move in any manner
beyond what was required for the two tests. Florian from Germany commented, “I knew
what’s gonna happen. In the end it’s a difference between what you hear and what you
experience” (September 14, 2012). Only two student-athletes mentioned that they tried to
further improve their English skills once they knew they were accepted to the university.
For example, Sergio from Spain said,
When I passed them [the entrance exams], I kept working on specific vocabulary
and American expressions and also keep in touch with my friend that I met in the
cruise [who is American], so she has also helped me to get used to the American
expressions and vocabulary. I practiced a lot of golf, too. I made a list of things
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that I need here. When we arrived here, we just had to buy them [supplies] instead
of start thinking of what I need or didn’t need. (personal communication,
September 14, 2012)
While passing the TOEFL with the required score automatically indicates a certain level
of English proficiency, a further improvement of English skills may ease the adaptation
even more. A number of studies have found that one’s level of proficiency and fluency in
the language of the host culture may be a significant predictor of low acculturative stress
(Lueck & Wilson, 2011; Sam & Berry 2006).
The two foreign student-athletes who previously had been to the United States
stated that they had actually visited their respective universities before traveling here to
study. Three other athletes said they utilized their university’s website to gather
information and to learn about the surrounding area. Mariana reported, “I read about the
university. I searched for information to know how was the campus, how was the life
here; I talked with people on Facebook who were already here” (personal
communication, September 26, 2012).
According to Sam and Berry (2006), gathering information about the host culture
by studying newspapers, magazines, and the Internet can assist the cultural learning
process by obtaining practical day-to-day information, knowledge about cultural values,
and the norms for interpreting the cultural environment. Their research suggests that such
pre-emptive knowledge of the culture is a factor which may facilitate a smooth transition.

102

Future Plans: Plans to Go Back Home during Breaks and after Graduation
All student-athletes said that they planned to visit home after their first semester,
over the winter break, or after the first year. However, most foreign athletes also stated
that it was too early to decide if they wanted to stay in the United States once they
graduated. Pedro, for example, said, “I don’t want to think about that, because I am
focused on right now” (personal communication, October 9, 2012). Several other athletes
made comments similar to Tom’s: “It depends on my situation once I finish where I am
football-wise” (personal communication, September 10, 2012). Only a few other
interviewees stated that they would go home after they finished their degree. “I cannot
see myself living over here. Home is where I am from, where my family is,” Daniel from
New Zealand remarked (personal communication, August 28, 2012).
The students further indicated a determination to stay and finish their degree –
even if they were undecided about whether or not they would stay after that. According to
Thomas and Lazarova (2006), this finding suggests that career development opportunities
– which are offered by the degree – have both a positive and significant influence on the
extent of their engagement in personal change.

Language Skills
During both rounds of interviews the student-athletes estimated their English
skills in understanding, speaking, reading, and writing. They were asked to rate their
abilities on a 100-point scale, from 1 (“very poor”) to 100 (“completely fluent”).
Six of the eighteen student-athletes already spoke English, which was their mother
tongue. I therefore assessed the English skills of the remaining twelve athletes during the
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first round of interviews. As explained in Chapter 3, three of them returned home during
their first academic year, and I noted that one of them struggled significantly with the
language. Of the three student-athletes who did not respond to inquiries for a follow-up
interview, only one did not speak English as his native tongue and would have been
assessed during the second round of interviews. As a result, I was able to assess the
English skills of only the remaining eight student-athletes during the second round.
At the beginning of their first academic year, the student-athletes indicated an
average understanding of English, with a mean of 80% (SD=9.2932). Their answers
ranged between 65% and 95%. Those with low scores made statements like, “if people
speak slowly with simple words, I can understand everything, but when people speak fast
and [use] complicated words, I understand nothing” (Nastya, personal communication,
September 24, 2012).
On average, the student-athletes ranked their speaking skills at 65% (SD=12.792).
The answers ranged between 30% and 80%. The majority of students referred to
particular situations where they had problems speaking English. Giulia from Italy
commented, “I have problems initiating interactions with someone I don’t know, like a
professor, because I never really practice that kind conversations” (personal
communication, September 6, 2012). The participants' average for self-estimated reading
skills was 76.667% (SD=9.3744), with a minimum of 60% and a maximum of 95%,
while they ranked their writing skills at 73.5% (SD=8.2407), with a minimum of 60%
and a maximum of 85% (see Table 9.1).
All students indicated that they would work to further improve their English. Most
of them stated that initiating communication was not that difficult. They indicated that
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having extended conversations, as well as understanding underlying messages, were the
most difficult components of communication. Twelve athletes made comments similar to
Daniel’s:
I miss some words, but don’t have problems talking to people. Sometimes I don’t
understand it. For example, we should have had tennis training, but it was raining.
Our assistant coach said we will meet in the team room and we will watch a DVD
and then we would go for a run. So, I was there, but nobody else came. (Daniel,
personal communication, September 19, 2012)
He later learned that everyone else had understood that the assistant coach’s statement
was a joke.
At the end of their first academic year, when asked to rate their language abilities,
the student-athletes on average ranked their comprehension of English with a score of
86.250% (SD=6.4087), with a minimum of 75% and a maximum of 95%. The athletes’
comments were similar to Sergio’s: “It depends on the topic it’s about, but if it’s about
daily life I feel pretty comfortable. If it’s a tough class, yes, I have difficulties” (personal
communication, April 4, 2013).
On average, they ranked their speaking skills at 80% (SD=6.5465), a minimum of
75% and a maximum of 95%. The athletes’ statements were similar to Kevin’s: “I
learned a lot since the first time I came here. I understand everything. Sometimes, I get in
trouble when I want to say something, but not in general” (personal communication,
August 28, 2012). Furthermore, they ranked their reading skills at 89% on average
(SD=6.1644), with a minimum of 80% and a maximum of 97%; their writing skills were
83.125% on average (SD=6.5124), with a minimum of 75% and a maximum of 90% (see
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Table 9.1). Giulia commented, “I actually improved a lot; I am proud of myself ‘cuz I got
an A in English. If I have time I can write pretty well" (personal communication, March
29, 2013).
The improvement in the student-athletes‘ understanding skills from the beginning
to the end of their first academic year was not significant (z=0.0765, n1=12; n2=8,
p>.025). However, their speaking skills (z= 0.0022, n1=12; n2=8, p<.025), writing
(z=0.0175, n1=12; n2=8, p<.025) and reading skills (z=0.0076, n1=12; n2=8, p<.025)
improved significantly. (see tables 9.1 in the Appendix ). It should be noted that no
translators were necessary during any interviews with the student-athletes. As Lueck and
Wilson (2011) predicted, the lack of English language proficiency is a significant
predictor for high acculturative stress; thus their general level of proficiency as well as
the significant improvement of their English skills suggested a lower stress level and a
rather smooth acculturation. Chapter 6 will shed further light on language challenges.

Group-Level Factors
The acculturation conditions on the group-level refer to the social support system
within both the host society and the society of origin. They also include whoever played
the main role in the foreign athletes’ acculturation process. I will begin with an
explanation of the factors of the microlevel and macrolevel, starting with the microlevel
of the athletic environment and moving to the macrolevel of the host society. In the
following section I will discuss themes referring to their home culture which emerged.
Since the same themes emerged at the beginning and end of their first year, the findings
are presented together.
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Who played the main role in the foreign athletes’ transition was addressed by
several questions. For example, at the beginning of the school year, the foreign athletes
were asked who their best friends on the current team were and how important it was for
them to have friendship(s) with teammates. At the end of the school year, the studentathletes were asked with whom they had spent most of their time off the field. Domestic
teammates were also asked who they perceived had played a central role in the foreign
athletes’ adaptation, and how they were influential.

The Host Sports Team and their Management
Sixteen student-athletes noted that their teammates were their best friends. As
Amy commented, “all my best friends are from my team” (personal communication,
September 21, 2012). Several athletes pointed out that having good friends on the team
was very important. They also related how their friendships developed. For example,
Lucas from Brazil stated,
I am usually the last one to finish. So, when I am playing, everybody is standing
there and helps me a lot. Sometimes, I finish first and I stay and help the others.
That’s one of the most important things on this team… not just being teammates,
but being friends. (personal communication, August 28, 2012)
A few interviewees also described their team as their new family. For example,
Kevin said, “we are more like a family. We all live close to each other, so we do things
together” (personal communication, August 28, 2012). As the athletes indicated, they all
lived on campus. They shared rooms and/or apartments with other students, some of
whom were foreign and some American. Some of them lived with teammates, while
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others lived with student-athletes on different teams. Since immigrants who live together
may be offering each other support, in addition to fulfilling mutual obligations towards
each other (Elliott & Gray, 2000), living together may suggest an important support
factor for the athletes and is further addressed below.
Several foreign student-athletes pointed out that the acculturation process had
been easier because of other internationals on their team since “everybody has the same
problems” (Daniel, personal communication, September 19, 2012). James from England
mentioned the help he received from one of his teammates during his acculturation.
“Daniel has the same upbringing that I had. So we didn’t have to adapt [to each other]”
(personal communication, September 13, 2012). Another foreign student-athlete made the
following comment in reference to her team: “There is a new girl. She is from the Middle
East. She understands me better, ‘cuz she is not from here. So, I am getting closer with
her. I understand her and really know what she is going through now” (Giulia, personal
communication, September 6, 2012). Giulia’s team roster revealed that she and this girl
were the only foreigners on the team. According to Ryba et al. (2012), this finding
suggests that the athletes’ teammates, particularly those in similar circumstances, played
a crucial role in their acculturation.
The student-athletes stressed the importance of helping each other integrate into
the team. For example, Kevin explained, “I have been a team captain for a long time. If
somebody is new, you try to integrate them more, pass them the ball more often, also off
the field, it is important to integrate people” (personal communication, August 28, 2012).
Other student-athletes, such as Tom, also pointed out particular aspects regarding his
attempts to help other new foreigners integrate into the team: “Just encourage them…
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trying to make them feel as comfortable as possible and not make them feel as an
outsider” (personal communication, September 10, 2012). The majority of athletes
indicated that they spent time with each other on the weekends, as well as eating lunch
and dinner together every day. “So, we are always together - not necessarily everybody at
the same time, ‘cuz the class schedule doesn’t allow that, but there is always four of us”
(James, personal communication, September 13, 2012). Florian from Germany
summarized what several other interviewees also indicated:
The team helped me a lot. I would definitely say that it’s easier for me than for
international students who are not on a team. Right from the start, you have people
around you that experienced the same as you and can help you. Otherwise it’s
harder to get in touch with people, get connected. (personal communication,
September 14, 2012)
Ten athletes pointed out the importance of bonding with their new teammates. “That
bonding, that unity… just becoming that unit as a team that is probably the best and most
important thing” (Tom, personal communication, September 10, 2012). Other athletes
discussed caring about each other.
The data analysis also revealed that a minority of athletes mentioned support from
the coach and athletic department. Typical statements were similar to Sergio’s:
The athletic department… they are a great help; they are always there when you
need them and always make things easier…coach also does a very good job,
because when he thinks we are not working or acting as a team, he talks with the
team captain. He lets him know what the problem is and asks for him for any kind
of solution. (personal communication, September 14, 2012)
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This study finding suggests that the athletes entered the United States with a preformed socialization network of teammates and other athletes, thus conforming with
Ridinger and Pastore’s (2000) results. The scholars reported that as a result of this
network, the foreign student-athletes adjusted as easily to college as the domestic studentathletes did. While current literature often points out that athletes entering a new athletic
environment face the stress of fitting in with the new team, adapting to a new coach
(Hanton, Fletcher, & Coughlan, 2005), and adapting to a new and highly competitive
environment (Weedon, 2012), this study suggests that the foreign student-athletes’
teammates and coaches helped them to integrate not only into the team, but also into the
host culture.

The Macrolevel: College Peers
While sixteen athletes reported that their best friends were on their sports team, a
minority of athletes said their best friends were international students, who were not
necessarily from the same cultural background, and who were outside of their sports
environment “I found a Lithuanian girl… she is an exchange student. So, I spend a lot of
time with her and her two roommates... So, we are always together” (Kristina, personal
communication, September 17, 2012). Still other athletes mentioned their peers in class.
For example, Giulia noted, “now that I am working in group projects [for classes], I am
getting to know more people than before; my friends are from the team or from there
[class]” (personal communication, September 6, 2012).
Another minor theme that emerged from the data analysis referred to friendships
with mainly international roommates. For example, Sarah from South Africa remarked:
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Because my roommates are so nice, I find it a lot easier. If I wouldn’t get along
with my roommates, I would be really badly off, ‘cuz I am a quite shy person, so
it takes a while for me to branch out there. That’s what I was afraid of… being
alone, but it’s been a lot easier. (personal communication, August 28, 2012)
However, another student-athlete reported that “one of them [her roommates] is really
nice, but the other one is really awkward. That’s what I found most difficult,” (Amy,
personal communication, September 21, 2012).
The interviews indicated that any relationships which developed outside of the
sports environment were with other international students, classmates, and/or roommates.
This finding was expected since all the foreign students lived on campus. Overall, the
foreign student-athletes seemed to have a good social support system within the host
society. In particular, their teams seem to play a crucial role in their acculturation. From
their study with international students (non-athletes), Gómez, Urzúa, and Glass (2014)
stressed that the most significant predictor of social adjustment is on-campus
socialization opportunities. Sam and Berry (2006) also suggest that those who have more
extensive contact with host nationals, and who are satisfied with these relationships,
experience fewer socio-cultural adaptation problems. Based on these findings, the very
nature of the student-athletes’ environment suggests that fewer difficulties would be
encountered during their acculturation. While the first round of interviews predicted this
finding, the second round confirmed that the number of stressful experiences was indeed
smaller, as Chapter 6 will further demonstrate.
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Family and Friends Back Home
At the beginning and end of the school year all the foreign student-athletes
indicated that they stayed in touch with family and friends back home at least several
times a week. They used Skype, social media (i.e., Facebook), and instant messaging
(i.e., Magic Jack, Wazzupp). For example, “I pretty much talk to someone from home
every day. So, whether it’s a friend or mum or dad. It’s usually every day that my mum
sends me a message. I am in touch with friends on Facebook or Skype or a few people on
the phone” (Tom, personal communication, September 10, 2012). The importance of
family back home was explained by Pedro from Portugal:
Last weekend I went to Florida and I didn’t speak with them [my family], ‘cuz I
didn’t have my computer with me. It was really tough… I can be here without
speaking to them three days, but then sometimes when I wake up, I feel this pain
in my heart and I need to skype with them because it really helps me. I want to
feel close to them. (personal communication, October 9, 2012)
Some of the athletes reported that because of their busy schedule and the different time
zones, they were unable to communicate with home as much as they would have liked.
Thomas from England remarked, “I am in my room by 8 pm and they are in bed by then.
With the time difference that’s a huge struggle” (personal communication, March 24,
2013). As the athletes’ comments indicated, keeping in close contact with their family is
very important for them. In the same line, current literature suggests that this
communication may provide continuity in terms of identity and a sense of belonging
(Campbell et al., 2009), and may act as a crucial buffer for stressful acculturation
experiences (Safdar, Lay, & Struthers, 2003).
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In summary, even though previous intercultural experiences were minimal, social
support from other students on campus, and especially from the sports team, predicted
good psychological adaptation. The fact that they were living on campus and sharing
rooms or apartments with peers suggests that important interactions with the host culture
would happen naturally. The need to balance the acculturation process was met through
consistent contact with friends and family back home, and such contact seemed to meet
the inherent need to belong to a group.

Discussion
The personal characteristics of the acculturating student-athletes may predict their
cognitive appraisal of the life changes they are experiencing during the acculturation
process (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2006). Although their previous intercultural
experiences were minimal, they indicated in their initial interviews a self-determined
motivation for moving to the United States. According to Chirkov et al. (2007), this
finding suggested that the athletes were likely to work hard, to be proactive, and to attain
better results in their adjustment.
In addition, the majority of the student-athletes were proficient in the English
language at a level of 73 %, which was the average requirement of all three schools, and
was in accordance with TOEFL requirements; furthermore, their proficiency significantly
improved over the course of their first academic year. It is worth noting that the studentathlete with the poorest English skills returned home within the first year. The challenges
experienced with language will be further addressed in Chapter 6. Overall, the findings
support Peltokorpi and Froese's (2012) findings that personal characteristics should be
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taken into account when seeking to reduce problems associated with poor cross-cultural
adjustment.
This study illustrates that the athletes had social support from their teammates,
roommates, and/or classmates. Significant support from the sports team also seemed to be
of major importance. Other scholars who reported on the role of recreational sports
during the acculturation process of immigrants who had come to the United States found
similar results; their sports participation promoted their acculturation. The interviewees
developed interpersonal contacts outside of their ethnic group and embarked on a path of
adopting American values, while still allowing for the retention of elements of their home
culture (Stodolska et al., 2004).
Morela et al. (2013) emphasized that sports teams constitute an environment
where cultural differences may be bridged, and suggested that a team culture that can be
characterized by a strong team cohesion may further play a significant role in the social
integration of migrant athletes. My study findings seem to confirm this. Athletes made
comments like “We are very cohesive; not just being teammates but friends. That is much
more important” (Lucas, personal communication, August 28, 2012), highlighting that
having good friends among the team is most crucial. Pedro confirmed, “a team is a
family” (personal communication, October 9, 2012).
The athletes stressed the importance of caring for and supporting each other. As
Sarah emphasized, “I have to consider my team a lot more; how they feel and just being
more open with them and if they need help, give advice or get help from them” (personal
communication, August 28, 2012). According to Blodgett et al.'s (2014) findings, the
engagement of domestic teammates and management plays a significant role in the
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foreign athlete’s acculturation, and further supports Berry’s (2005) statement that
acculturation is a two-way process between immigrants and the host society.
The student-athletes’ living arrangements, which involved sharing rooms or
apartments and which were all on campus, facilitated their opportunities to both give and
receive support, and to fulfill mutual obligations, as Elliott & Gray's (2000) study shows.
In accordance with Ward, Bochner, and Furnham (2006), this finding implies that the
athletes were not likely to face any feelings of loneliness, nor would they lack any social
support during their acculturation process.
Outside of the team, the athletes indicated that they spent most of their time with
other international students. Lucas from Brazil observed:
I think internationals are more open to build new relationships; Americans are
closed within the group of Americans. I think that’s why if you go to the cafeteria,
you see the tables are all internationals and then all Americans and in sororities.
It’s all very separated. (personal communication, August 28, 2012)
Similarly, Townsend and Poh (2008) noticed that international students (nonathletes) experienced acute loneliness when attempting friendships with host nationals
and encountering barriers such as language difficulties or different cultural norms.
Cultural learning is a direct function of the number and quality of friendships with peers
from the host culture (Sam & Berry, 2006). These studies further support the important
role of the sports team in the athlete’s acculturation process, and conform with Ryba et
al.’s (2012) study finding. These findings also conform with Campbell et al. (2009) with
regard to staying in touch with friends and family at home, which seemed to provide the
athletes with a sense of belonging, with continuity in terms of their personal identity, and
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with a crucial buffer for stressful acculturation experiences, as demonstrated by the study
findings of Safdar, Lay, and Struther (2003), which indicate that social support from
home is an additional crucial acculturation condition. The importance of cultivating the
home culture will be further examined in Chapter 5.
Social support has a positive effect on the adaptation process. It provides the
athletes with a sense of belonging and continuity, and functions as a buffer for stress.
Since acculturating individuals who feel socially connected and who are content with
their social support networks experience lower acculturative stress (Yeh & Inose, 2003),
this study suggests that their sports teams can be a critical support network for the
athletes. In the midst of experiencing difficulties with adjusting to a new culture, close
connections with teammates and/or other peers as part of a social support network can be
critical to successful coping strategies for stress.

Acculturation Conditions of the Foreign Professional Athletes
Acculturation conditions refer to the elements of the acculturation process and
include personal characteristics and characteristics of both the host society and the
society of origin (Celenk & Van de Vijver, 2011). This section on the professional
athletes is structured like the section on the student-athletes. The individual level factors
are discussed first. Factors at the group level, which include the microlevel of the team,
the macro level of the host culture, and also the home culture, which may refer to family
members who have accompanied the athlete or to family and friends back home, are
addressed subsequently.
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The sample of professional athletes included eight foreign athletes and three
American teammates with The Wolves, and nine foreign athletes, three American
teammates, and two staff members with The Lions. As the MLS players’ union is in close
contact with the players, a union staff member was also interviewed. The sample size
included twenty-six people, and a total of thirty-eight interviews.
After providing the results, the findings will be discussed as they relate to the first
two hypotheses of this study. To test the first hypothesis, the study assessed whether
strong team cohesion facilitated the acculturation process. In this chapter I also tested
whether or not the foreign athletes’ families played a central role in the foreign players’
acculturation process.
At the beginning of the season, I examined the athletes’ individual level factors
with questions referring to personal characteristics. I asked the athletes’ questions like
“Did you have any foreigners on your home team?” “Have you played in any U.S.
leagues before?” and‚ “What were your main motivations for coming to the U.S.?” I also
asked, “What goals do you hope to achieve during your time in the United States?” To
determine who played a main role in the foreign athletes’ transition, at the beginning of
the season I asked, the foreign athletes, for example, “How important would it be to
develop friendship(s) with teammates?” At the end of the season, I asked with whom they
spent their time off the field, and who were their best friends. Their domestic teammates
were also asked who they perceived had played a central role in the foreign teammates’
adaptation, and how they might have influenced them.
One of the major findings was that half of the players had lived and played in
other countries before (although some of these countries had the same mother tongue);
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another major finding was that they did not have any time to prepare for their move to the
United States. Although their level of English proficiency seemed very low, their
comments indicated that it did not deter them from their passion for success in soccer.
Other important conditions for successful acculturation appeared to be performance
success and playing time.
At the team level, acculturation conditions were drastically different between the
two teams. Most of the domestic team members with The Wolves, in general, did not
indicate any major interest in, nor deep level of support for, the new athletes, neither did
their comments reveal any tendency of the team to stick together. In fact, in-groups began
to form within the team. Since these factors indicate a teams’ cohesion, The Wolves
indicated a team culture with low team cohesion. Players with The Lions, on the other
hand, referred to their teammates as their best friends and indicated that they were very
supportive of them, and The Lions enjoyed a team culture with a high team cohesion.
Both cases seem to indicate the importance of the role of the team in the acculturation
process, and further supports Morela et al.’s (2013) finding that team cohesion may play a
significant role in the social integration of migrant athletes.

Individual level factors
In this study, individual level factors refer to the professional athletes’ personal
characteristics, such as their intercultural experiences, how they prepared for moving to
the United States, their motivations for moving, and their plans for the future. An
additional theme which emerged from the analysis of the interviews was homesickness,

118

which was impacted by their athletic performance, and seemed to influence the degree to
which they engaged in the acculturation process.
The majority of foreign athletes reported that they had no foreigners on their home
teams. For example, Bakary said, “all players were from home. Many players from my
country play in other countries, go overseas, play in Europe and the U.S.” (personal
communication, April 25, 2012). All athletes except for two stated that they had never
had close friends from a different cultural background at home.
To protect the foreign athletes’ identities, no countries of origin are mentioned
here. Instead, their continents of origin and their country’s score of Hofstede et al.’s
(2010) individualism/collectivism index is provided. As explained before, this index was
considered to account for the differences between the host society and the society of
origin, and was also considered as an indicator of the acculturation process from a
national perspective (Zhang et al., 2010). The scores are shown in Table 4.2. In
comparison, the United States was identified as the most “individualistic country” among
those compared by Hofstede et al. (2010), with a score of 91.
About half of the players had lived and played in other countries before, although
for some of these, the countries they resided in shared their mother tongue. Manuel, for
example, stated “I lived in Spain first. So, I knew something about living in another
country. But I spoke the same language; so when I came here it was totally different”
(personal communication, April 23, 2012). Others said that they had only visited other
countries before. While one of the athletes had previously visited the United States,
others had visited only countries in Europe, Africa, or Central or South America (Table
4.2).
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Acculturation often involves more stress if the individual has limited previous
intercultural experiences. In particular, how often and for how long someone has lived in
a different country, and the level of his/her involvement in the host culture, influence the
level and number of acculturation difficulties (Chang, Yuan, & Chuang, 2013).
Accordingly, a smooth acculturation process may be indicated for players who had lived
and played in other countries before.
However, the nature and number of one’s prior intercultural experiences, and the
duration of the stay, must also be taken into consideration (Paige & Goode, 2009). The
extent to which they were involved in their host culture while abroad remains unknown1.
In addition, language proficiency is a significant predictor for low acculturative stress
(Lueck & Wilson, 2011); adjusting to a different culture with the same language should
be much easier than adjusting to a culture with a different language, as implied by
Manuel’s comment. Nonetheless, it is still possible to be fluent in the language and
ignorant of the culture (Paige & Goode, 2009).

1

Results from Chapter 5 reveal these players’ level of engagement in the present host
culture.
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Table 4.2
Demographics of the professional athletes

Age

Cont. of
Origin

Prim.
Indiv. Moved
LanIndex Alone
guage

In US Lived
before abroad
(l./v)
before

Team

Yes
Yes
(> 2 y) (> 2 y)

Lions

Andres

20-22 S. Amer.

13

No

Engl/Span.

Bakary

22-24 Africa

n.d.

No

Mandinca No

Dante

20-22 S. Amer.

36

No

Spanish

Eduardo 28-30 S. Amer.

15

Yes

Spanish

Julian

18-20 S. Amer.

13

Yes

Spanish

No

No

Lions

Manuel 32-34 S. Amer.

46

No

Spanish

No

No

Lions

Pablo

20-22 S. Amer.

8

Yes

Spanish

No

No

Lions

Rafael

26-28 N. Amer. n.d.

Yes

Spanish

Yes (v) No

Lions

No

Yes
Yes
(> 2 y) (> 2 y)
Yes
No
(> 2 y)

Lions
Lions
Lions

Roberto 18-20 S. Amer.

30

Yes

Spanish

No

No

Lions

Abel

71

No

French

No

Yes
(> 2 y)

Wolves

Cassiano 22-24 S. Amer.

38

Yes

Portug.

No

No

Wolves

Daniel

32-34 Europe

71

Yes

French

No

Diego

26-28 S. Amer.

16

No

Spanish

No

Felipe

32-34 S. Amer.

38

No

Portugese No

Ricardo 20-22 S. Amer.

13

Yes

Spanish

No

Sergio

32-34 S. Amer.

13

No

Spanish

No

Verol

28-30 S. Amer.

39

Yes

English

No

32-34 Europe

S. Amer. = South America; N. Amer. = North America; Y = years
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Yes
(> 2 y)
Yes
(> 2 y)
Yes
(> 2 y)
No
Yes
(< 1 y)
Yes
(< 1 y)

Wolves
Wolves
Wolves
Wolves
Wolves
Wolves

Table 4.3
Demographics & personal characteristics of the professional athletes’ teammates & staff
members

Pseudonym

Age

Primary language

Lived or visited
abroad before

Team

Caleb

26-28

English

Yes (visited)

The Lions

David

18-20

English

Yes (visited)

The Lions

Joseph

20-22

English & Spanish

Yes (visited)

The Lions

Juan

n.d.

English & Spanish

Yes (visited)

The Lions

Luke

n.d.

English

Yes (visited)

The Lions

Alex

28-30

English

Yes (> 2 years)

The Wolves

Jacob

30-32

English

Yes (visited)

The Wolves

Matt

30-32

English

Yes (visited)

The Wolves

Motives and Reasons for Assignment
At both clubs, the majority of interviewees said they chose to play professional
soccer with MLS in order to advance to “a pretty good level” (Roberto, personal
communication, April 25, 2013). They also discussed doing something they had always
wanted to do. For example, Bakary stated:
Ever since I was young, all my dream was to play professional. I pushed myself. I
just wanted to be a professional. That is all my dream was. So, I was working
hard. Once a guy started calling me Rivaldo, ‘cuz I scored a goal like him. That is
how I pushed myself. Once the dream came true, I have been working for it day in
and day out. (personal communication, April 25, 2013)
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The athletes emphasized that signing a contract with MLS was the opportunity of a
lifetime. “I was fortunate to become this opportunity to come to the United States to play
in MLS” (Cassiano, personal communication, June 19, 2013). Other athletes mentioned
the sacrifices they had made to follow their dream. “I left all my family; I left my
daughter… I miss her so much, but this is my decision. I want to play professional and in
this country, I got the opportunity” (Rafael, personal communication, April 24, 2013).
Roberto even stated, “I had to be mentally tough and prepared myself” (personal
communication, April 25, 2013).
Nine athletes also said they had taken this step for their families, both for those
who had accompanied them, and for those they had left back home. Diego commented,
“my family is my motor to be successful” (personal communication, June 20, 2013), and
Eduardo pointed out, “I want to make history for my family that is proud of me”
(personal communication, April 25, 2013). Those who brought their families with them
explained that the move would mean a good life for their families. Manuel stated, “I was
looking for a place where my family is safe; where my kids can grow up, where they
have good opportunities to study” (personal communication, April 23, 2013).
The athletes also discussed moving to the United States to play for family who
still lived at home. Typical statements were similar to Pablo’s, who remarked, “when I
came I made myself one goal: I said I am gonna work hard to support my family”
(personal communication, April 24, 2013). Bakary explained, “you help yourself, you
help your family. Everything I have, if I have 50 Dollars, I save 25 for myself and send
25 to my family. That is how we are growing up” (personal communication, April 25,
2013).
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A minor theme that emerged from the data analysis referred to the country itself
and the “American Dream.” “America is basically a way out from my life over there”
(Andres, personal communication, April 23, 2013). Other minor themes that emerged
from the data analysis referred to their respective club, using MLS as a stepping-stone
toward playing in a league at a higher level, and playing soccer in another country that is
still somewhat geographically close to home. Players who spoke Spanish enjoyed
speaking Spanish with teammates who spoke the language. Another motive for joining
MLS pertained to getting more playing time. Diego mentioned, “I wasn’t able to play in
France; I didn’t get any playing time over there. So, that was one of the main reasons. I
thought I would get more playing time in the U.S.” (personal communication, June 20,
2013).
Whereas the majority of student-athletes had expressed motivations that indicated
the goal of obtaining a university degree while playing sports at a top level, the
motivations of the professional athletes were, not unexpectedly, to further pursue a career
in soccer. According to Jack and Stage (2005) and Thomas and Lazarova (2006),
pursuing opportunities for career development should have a significant influence on the
investment of time and energy in the acculturation process.
The second main motivation for the athletes was their drive to do this for their
families. Like the motives of the student-athletes, those of the professional athletes
revealed a high level of self-determination which, according to Chirkov et al. (2007),
predicts success in their adaptation. The authors suggest that immigrants with selfdetermination have thought thoroughly about their move, have considered the advantages
and disadvantages of their decision, and have made the decision with the intention to take
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full responsibility for the consequences. Because they are more proactive, they achieve
better results in their adjustment, as compared to people who were forced to move by
external factors.
Since moving abroad is a life-changing decision, perceived reasons for doing so
may predict the difficulty of the acculturation process. As Jack and Stage (2005)
reported, people are driven to invest time and energy in adapting to their surroundings
when they are motivated. Through their commitment to succeed, and their courage to
sacrifice for the sake of their families, the athletes had already demonstrated the
motivation necessary for investing time and energy in adapting to the new culture. Such
motivation most likely would have a positive influence on the acculturation process, and
would buffer acculturative stress to some degree.

Moving Preparations
Eight foreign athletes stated that upon notice of their acceptance into MLS,
everything happened so fast they did not have any time to prepare for the move. Felipe
said, “There was no preparation, ’cuz everything is very quick. There was a phone call;
get ready and come. So, I just got ready and came. When I go to another country, one
phone call and I come over” (personal communication, June 20, 2013). Abel, his
European teammate, who had also just come to the United States, explained, “I prepared
in the same way that I prepared for any move. Me and my family are used to move and
relocate. We pack and jump on the plane” (personal communication, May 29, 2013).
A minority of foreign athletes did make some preparations, and a few of them
began studying English. “As soon as I knew, I started to study, but there was just a little
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time” (Julian, personal communication, April 24, 2013). Diego's preparation related to
soccer: “I am focusing more on my performance for the team. That was mostly my
preparation” (personal communication, June 20, 2013). Manuel, a South American
athlete, indicated aspects referring to language and cultural differences:
I believe, it is tough to learn the life here in classes. I think, you have to live it.
But I believe I was prepared, because my whole life I wished to play in another
country. So, mentally I was prepared to learn other things; language, culture.
(personal communication, April, 23, 2013)
In contrast to the student-athletes who had to pass the TOEFL and SAT in order to get
accepted into a U.S. university, the majority of professional athletes indicated that they
had not prepared for the move.
However, appropriate preparations for a move abroad, including the development
of language proficiency and acquiring cultural-specific knowledge of the host culture,
may ease the adaptation process and significantly mitigate acculturative stress (Sam &
Berry, 2006). The section on language proficiency should shed further light on the
athletes' English language proficiency and its implications for acculturation, which will
illustrate the depth of moving preparations as well as the level of acculturative stress
encountered (Lueck & Wilson, 2011).

Plans to Go Back Home at the End of the Season and Plans to Move Back Home
When asked about their plans for the future, the majority of foreign athletes stated
that they would go home at the end of the season. They found it helpful “to charge their
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batteries to come back, to come back strong and keep going,” as Juan, a staff member,
explained (personal communication, April 25, 2013).
Eleven foreign athletes stressed that they wanted to move back home at some
point, “but not anytime soon. I just want to see what I am able to do in the U.S., ’cuz
there are more opportunities here” (Bakary, personal communication, April 25, 2013).
Other athletes indicated that they did not want to return home until the end of their career,
when they retired.
However, the data analysis showed that a minority of foreign athletes “want to
stay here forever” (Dante, personal communication, June 18, 2013). As Andres
explained, “people there [South America] spent their lives working and working and
don’t have enough and here you work and have everything you need” (personal
communication, April 23, 2013). A minority of athletes also responded that they were not
sure whether they wanted to move back home or not. As Abel said, “it is too early to
answer this question. Right now, we are making the most of it as we can” (personal
communication, May 29, 2013).

Language Skills
At both the beginning and end of the season, the newly incoming foreign athletes
were asked to estimate their English proficiency in understanding, speaking, reading, and
writing. They were asked to rank their abilities on a 100-point scale, from 1 (“very poor”)
to 100 (“completely fluent”).
The total number of athletes who were asked to assess their language skills was
seven during the first round of interviews. While several players had been in the U.S.
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longer than one season, time constraints during other interviews eliminated the questions
regarding their English skills. For the second round, two of them for personal reasons
were unavailable, but the remaining five agreed to participate in the assessment.
At the beginning of the season, the athletes ranked their understanding with a
mean score of 74.286% (SD=17.182); the lowest score was 50% and the highest score
was 90%. On average they ranked their speaking skills with 55.714% (SD=22.991); the
lowest rated score was 30% and the highest was 90%. They ranked their reading skills
with a mean of 65.714% (SD=20.702); the lowest rating was 50% and the highest was
100%. On average, writing skills were 62.857% (SD=16.036); the lowest rating was 50%
and the highest rating 80% (see Table 9.2). Six professional athletes needed translators
during the interviews. As one of the athletes noted, “when I first moved here, my English
was just 'yes' and 'no'” (Daniel, personal communication, June 18, 2013).
At both clubs, all of the athletes stressed that they would continue to learn
English. Eduardo, who had been in the United States several years, explained, “You have
to learn the language and that’s it. If you want to learn, you’ll learn” (personal
communication, April 25, 2013). Foreign athletes who had been in the United States for a
longer period of time pointed out that learning English depended on the attitude of the
individual player. This aspect will be addressed in Chapter 5.
At the end of the season, I was able to speak with only five athletes, and all of
them had needed translators during the first round of interviews. Three of them still
needed translators, although not during the entire interview, and the help they needed was
significantly reduced. All of the foreign athletes estimated their English skills with an
average of 86.4% in understanding (SD=9.8641), 69% in speaking (SD=21.909), and a
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mean of 72% (SD=17.889) in reading. The lowest rating was 60%, and the highest was
100%. Writing skills were ranked at 62% on average (SD=16.432).
The improvement in the professional athletes‘ understanding skills from the
beginning to the end of their first academic year was not significant (z=0.0828, n1=7;
n2=5, p>.025). In addition, their speaking skills (z=0.17, n1=7; n2=5, p>.025), writing
(z=0.5, n1=7; n2=5, p>.025) and reading skills (z=0.1875, n1=7; n2=5, p>.025) did not
improve significantly (see tables in Appendix 9.2). However, it has to be noted that the
number of observation is very small. Abel, who indicated not only the highest percentage
at the end of the season, but also improved his understanding and speaking skills the
most, commented that “in daily life, walking around the city, grocery shopping, going to
restaurants, I understand almost everything and I can make myself understood in a good
enough way to not have any problems in the communications” (personal communication,
November 5, 2013).
English language proficiency is a significant predictor not only for low
acculturative stress (Lueck & Wilson, 2011), but also for general adaptation to the new
culture, particularly for increased interaction with members of the host culture, and
ultimately for sociocultural adjustment (Sam & Berry, 2006). The fact that the
professional athletes did not improve their English language skills significantly over the
course of the season may suggest a rather steady stress level and a difficult acculturation.
This finding also suggests difficulties in communication with other teammembers on and
off the field. Since the inability to speak the language increases the natural tendency to
revert to one’s native tongue, thinking and acting entirely in accordance to one’s native
system and using an ethnocentric approach (Fantini, 2009; Goldstein & Kim 2006;
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Zaharna, 2009), this finding may also further explain negative team dynamics (as
explained below).

Personal Performance and Homesickness
An unexpected major theme which emerged from the data analysis pertained to
homesickness, which was influenced by performance for nine of the athletes. “When I
was playing, the coach said something and I was feeling like I just wanted to leave”
(Bakary, personal communication, April 25, 2013). His American teammate David
clarified:
It just adds on to everything. When they are not playing as good, then everything
starts piling up on them, because they are over here, they left everything back
home. This is their job now. If you are not playing good, you start thinking too
much. (personal communication, December 10, 2013)
One of the reasons for this connection may be that these athletes, who are exposed
to a new and highly competitive environment (Weedon, 2012), must adjust to new
athletic roles. Athletes who were superstars back home suddenly find themselves playing
with others who have superior abilities (De Vasconcellos Ribeiro & Dimeo, 2009;
Hanton, et al., 2005; Schinke et al., 2011). As a consequence, they face unusually high
expectations, resulting in an even more difficult transition. Failure to meet these
expectations may result in less playing time. Since no previous study has addressed this
aspect, it needs to be further investigated, especially since homesickness for one’s
country, family, and friends is a particularly emotionally taxing stressor (Church, 1982).
Similarly, Dante reported:
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People who just came over deal differently with failure. Some guys, if they are
failing, they don’t care and keep going and then there are some guys that put their
heads down and you see them walking around like that for days… for them, it is a
harder time to adapt anyway and then it is harder to deal with failure. Absolutely.
For a soccer player, failure is when you are not playing, when you are not starting,
because the ultimate goal of playing soccer is to play. So, if they are brand new
and are having a hard time, it weighs more than in other times. Then, it would be
easier for them to say, “I don’t wanna be here and leave.” (personal
communication, April 23, 2013)
On the other hand, foreign athletes who had been in the United States for a long
time stressed the elation that results from personal success and an excellent team
performance, “because you feel everything is working” (Manuel, personal
communication, April 23, 2013). Similarly, Andres emphasized, “A lot has to do with if
you are playing. If you are playing, you are feeling great or very positive. Then, I think,
everyone will tell you that they are happy being here. Then, it’s very easy to adjust to the
new culture.” (personal communication, April 23, 2013)
In contrast, as Stura and Lepadatu (2014) stated, “a low team performance may
have negative effects on the foreign athlete. Anger and frustration of team members may
be triggered inadvertently by the misunderstandings resulting from diversity” (p. 49). The
foreign athlete who is “different” may get blamed for the poor performance and
ultimately become a scapegoat.
Surprisingly, some of the athletes indicated that they were prepared not to meet
the expected level of performance. Roberto, for example, commented that “I like to take

131

challenges in life. I wanna be successful, but I know I gotta work hard. It is not like
somebody is gonna give me a sheet of paper and says ‘here is your success’” (personal
communication, April 25, 2013). Other athletes, who had performed in European leagues,
said that performance pressure in the United States was less intense. Abel explained:
It is different here to Europe. The pressure and the way of living inside the soccer
is so much more tension and pressure over there. You have to perform on the
highest level immediately and right away. Here, it is more relaxed. It gives you a
little bit more patience, more time for the players to get to their peak. (personal
communication, May 29, 2013)
As these findings reveal, successful performance and a greater amount of playing time
seem to be important conditions for the professional athlete to acculturate well. The issue
of playing time increases significantly when the athletes suffer an injury, because playing
time must then be won back, an aspect which will be further discussed in Chapter 6.

Group Level Factors
Acculturation conditions on the group level refer to the social support system, or
people who have played a major role in the foreign athletes’ transition. This support may
come from either the host society or the society of origin, or both. As in the section on the
student-athletes, I will begin with an explanation of the factors of the host society, and
discuss the influence of the athletic environment and the macrolevel of the host society
on the foreign athletes. I will then discuss the themes which refer to their home culture
and which emerged from the data analysis. In contrast to the study of the student-athletes,
some of the professional athletes’ teammates were also included.
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Several questions were asked to identify who played the main role in the foreign
athletes’ transition. At the beginning of the season, in order to better understand the role
of the team and possible nuances of relationships with different teammates, as well as
their role in the athletes’ acculturation, the foreign athletes were asked who were their
best friends on the current team, and how important would it be to have friendship(s) with
teammates. At the end of the season, the foreign athletes were asked with whom they had
spent their time off the field, and to identify their best friends on the team. Their domestic
teammates were also asked who they thought played a central role in the adaptation of
their foreign teammates, and how they might have influenced them. The findings from
the beginning and end of the season are presented together since similar themes emerged
during both rounds of interviews. Furthermore, this presentation demonstrates how the
common themes developed over the course of the season.
The main themes that emerged from The Lions suggested that teammates and
coaches supported them, actively integrated them into the team, and encouraged them to
learn about the host culture and language, without demanding any sort of immediate
change or adjustment. Coaches, teammates, and team management sought to teach them
relevant terminology, to introduce them to social norms of the team, and to help them get
settled in their new environment. In this case, the team shared the responsibilities
associated with the acculturation process. As Schinke et al. (2013) suggest, this option
has the highest potential for actual social integration.
Conversely with The Wolves, where coaches and teammates expected the foreign
athletes to learn the language and fit into the team, the foreign athletes experienced
acculturation as their sole responsibility. This type of scenario creates not only an
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enormous amount of acculturative stress, but also an environment where players may
begin to establish their own cliques within the team for support. Ultimately, they will
tend to isolate themselves from the rest of the team, with the exception of a few
teammates who share specific identity traits (Stura & Lepadatu, 2014).

The Host Sports Team and their Management
Eleven athletes spoke about the decisive role of the team in their acculturation
process. The teams will be discussed separately to distinguish the difference.

The Lions
In both rounds of interviews, when foreign athletes and domestic teammates
discussed the role of teammates, team leadership, and club management in the
acculturation process, several common themes emerged, such as the importance of
teammates with similar cultural backgrounds who shared the same language.
The teammates. The majority of foreign athletes, and even their American teammates,
stressed the importance of their being able to speak their native language. Players who
were able to help with translation frequently mentioned helping with translation. “Luckily
I speak both languages. I have and had teammates that don’t, but a lot of us speak it and
we are able to translate for them, help them understand a lot of times and make them feel
comfortable” (Andres, personal communication, April 23, 2013). The team liaison also
assisted with translation for foreigners who spoke little or no English. Andres later
pointed out that some of his teammates “try to teach the new foreign athletes little words
in English, so that it makes our guys feel welcome and comfortable” (Andres, personal
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communication, April 23, 2013). Julian, who was in his first season on the team,
explained that if he spoke to someone who did not speak Spanish, he drew someone into
the conversation who did.
Similarly, Battochio et al. (2013) reported from Major League Baseball and the
National Hockey League that foreign athletes learned English through exchanges with
teammates in the locker room. In accordance with these scholars, this behavior seemed to
promote adjustment in MLS as well.
When asked about their best friends on the team, all of the foreign athletes named
teammates with the same (or similar) cultural background. For example, Rafael said, “we
are friends in the locker room and outside with the Latinos – like brothers” (personal
communication, April 24, 2013). Bakary explained how close he was with a teammate
from the same cultural background: “my mum and his mum have like a friendship, my
brothers and his brothers they are so close, having a friendship, this togetherness helps”
(personal communication, April 25, 2013). Others highlighted the aspect of “being on the
same page” (Manuel, personal communication, April 23, 2013). Dante explained:
That’s one of the most important things, when you have someone from your
country. It’s easier for them to understand you and for you to be close to that
person... That is really, really important… We have a common understanding.
(personal communication, April 23, 2012)
A staff member made the same observation and emphasized the positive impact on the
foreign athletes when players already on the team were from the same country or had a
similar cultural background. Campbell et al. (2009) also reported that players who
engaged with teammates from their home cultural group experienced an easier
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adjustment. As time progressed, the players expanded their social network to include
those outside of the group. Consequently, players from the same or similar cultural
backgrounds seemed to play an important role in the acculturation process of the foreign
athletes in this study.
Many foreign athletes mentioned positive team cohesion as early as the start of the
season. As previously mentioned, several foreign athletes referred to their team as a
family. To illustrate, Bakary noted:
Even if you sigh, they [the teammates] take that from you. All the jokes; every
single day; we are just like a family. Two hours, three hours we spent together;
you go back to the apartment and feel you miss each other. I have good friends on
the team. I don’t feel homesick or think about home with this team – that is my
family right there…I wish you could step in this locker room for five minutes, you
would just hear that togetherness. (personal communication, April 25, 2013)
At the end of the season, Dante summarized his team’s unity:
I think, just the mentality that this team has, that did make a difference this year.
That’s why we had such a good year. I think it was mainly the players. When you
come into the locker room you say hi to the guy that doesn’t speak any English as
you do say hi to the guy that speaks fluent, and I think that is the difference…
their attitudes, how they worked towards their ideas. (personal communication,
December 9, 2013)
The plethora of comments regarding the great amount of time spent with teammates
(Chapter 5) exemplified a team culture characterized by shared underlying values,
principles of supporting each other, and a strong team cohesion. Other teammates
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observed that such strong team culture seemed to be rather unusual. Dante noted, “If
there would be another team, it would be a different story, but the fact that there were so
many internationals and so many Americans on this team. It was the perfect combination
for both groups” (personal communication, December 9, 2013).
The majority of foreign and domestic athletes and staff members, in total 17
interviewees, stressed the importance of the team for new players. Andres recalled,
“everyone was very connected to each other when I came into the team. That actually
made me feel as a part of the team” (personal communication, April 23, 2013). Eduardo
remarked, “the team is everything we have. As international player, you want to be with
your family. You are 50 percent of the time with the players: that’s your family”
(personal communication, December 10, 2013).
Team cohesion has been considered one of the most important variables in group
dynamics (Carron et al., 2007; Stura, 2013) due to its positive influence on a team’s
performance (Carron, Hausenblas, & Eys, 2005; Carron et al., 2002; Widmeyer &
Williams, 1991) and on group norms such as “supporting each other” (Prapavessis &
Carron, 1997). In contrast to Hanton, Fletcher, and Coughlan (2005), who found that
incoming athletes face stress when trying to fit in with the new team, this study’s findings
suggest that the process of fitting in seemed to have a positive influence on the athletes’
acculturation. Specifically, the team’s social cohesiveness, which refers to “the
motivation to develop and maintain social relationships within the group” (Widmeyer et
al. 1985, p. 17), seemed to influence the acculturation process of the incoming athletes in
a positive way, as the above comments indicate. In turn, a smooth acculturation seemed
to have a positive influence on team cohesion.
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The foreign athletes and their American teammates also discussed some of the
values and norms that existed on the team. For example, they explained that the team was
“welcoming with open hands” (Joseph, December 10, 2013), or that they were able to
feel “at home” (Andres, December 10, 2013). Another value which emerged from the
data analysis referred to a standard whereby “we treat everyone the same… that makes a
huge difference” (Dante, December 10, 2013). Some of the athletes, and especially some
of the foreign athletes who had been on the team longer, emphasized:
We try to help as much as possible with the newcomers. We understand what they
are going through… they need someone to be right there with them. I was there
and I know how tough it is, because the guys who came from here, they know
everything. They speak the language, they know how things work, like the phone,
but for us it is a different life. (Manuel, personal communication, December 10,
2013)
The majority of the athletes talked about helping the newcomers with basic needs.
For example, they helped them move in to their apartments by taking them to where they
could buy furniture. As a member of the union explained, if the foreign athletes do not
feel as though their teammates are supportive, it seems to be more difficult for them to
acculturate.
Unexpectedly, another theme which arose and which was discussed by the
majority of athletes was the importance of joking around with teammates and coaches.
They realized they felt less homesick when they were able to laugh with each other. In
spite of any communication difficulties, they were still able to bond through humor.
Dante explained:
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We would speak Spanish and we would laugh at things and the people who don’t
speak Spanish wouldn’t understand what we were laughing at and if you tell them,
they say that ain’t that funny and, then, the same thing: the Americans were
laughing; one teammate would ask what are they laughing and I would explain
and it didn’t really make sense to them. So, learning each other’s humors is one
thing that is really important and a lot of players bond through humor. Things they
thought that was funny and even though they cannot communicate very well, they
found the same humor and that made a huge difference. (personal communication,
December 9, 2013)
Humor was found to lift up the mind and soul, and to release worries and tension. Studies
on childhood development have found that humor is an essential coping and defense
mechanism (Erickson & Feldstein, 2007), and that joking is effective for transforming
social conflicts into relations fostering integration and cooperation (Davidheiser, 2006).
Nonetheless, very few studies have focused on the role of humor in acculturation.
However, Lund (2011), who studied the role of humor in the overall adjustment of
immigrant employees in Australia, found that learning and/or appreciating the humor of a
new culture is an important factor for effective adjustment to that culture. Even though
further research is needed, the general finding that shared humor provides a sense of
shared insider status (Greatbatch & Clark, 2003), and that the quality of positive contact
with host-culture nationals promotes positive adjustment (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham,
2005), further indicate the important role that humor may play in an individual’s
adjustment.
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Team leadership and club management. Ten interviewees spoke in general terms about
the important role of team leadership in the foreign athletes’ acculturation. An American
teammate summarized:
Off the pitch, it depends on which team you are on. For our team it’s been pretty
good, we have our captain… and even our coach… it just all starts with the top.
No matter who comes in, they will treat you as a family member. We want to help
you all, be there if you need anything, whereas I heard of some of the other teams,
you have to do it for you own. (Caleb, personal communication, December 10,
2013)
The athletes particularly referred to the role of the coach in the acculturation process.
Roberto explained, “he [the coach] likes for us to speak up and wants to know how we
feel and if there is something that he can do better. I think that is very important; he treats
us like we are family” (personal communication, December 9, 2013). One player said that
“the coach was just looking at me like I am his son” (Bakary, personal communication,
December 9, 2013). The athletes also reported that the coach emphasized that the team
does not have a star player. Roberto added, “the coach always tells us the team is the star
and we are a big family. I think that makes it easier.” Later on, he noted, “I feel like he
has helped me a lot. Whenever I need something, he is always there to try to figure out
something” (personal communication, December 9, 2013).
Whereas Hanton, Fletcher, and Coughlan (2005) found that adapting to a new
coach was a stressful experience, this study indicates that the coach played an extremely
helpful role in facilitating the athletes’ acculturation. Their comments suggest that both
their teammates and coaches supported them by actively integrating them into the team.
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In addition, they did not push them to adapt, but simply encouraged them to learn about
their host culture and language. In accordance with Schein's (2010) model of leadercentered organizational culture, the behavior of teammates and coaches reflects a team
culture of support, whereby close-knit relationships among team members were valued
and guided their behavior. This culture of support is also represented by the observation
of the majority of athletes, who commented on the incredible support they received as a
result of the club management’s decision to provide them with a team liaison. “I think he
knows everything we pass through. So, he knows what’s going on and he helped a lot to
the new guys, especially in the beginning to find a house, social security and phones…
everything” (Manuel, personal communication, December 10, 2013).
According to Schinke and McGannon (2013), in this sort of scenario, the athletes
are not alienated for committing errors in their host culture. Instead, coaches, teammates,
and team management are reaching out to teach them relevant terminology, introduce
them to social norms of the team, and help them get settled. In this case, the team is
sharing the responsibilities associated with the acculturation process of the foreign
athletes. Schinke et al. (2013) claim that this option has the highest potential for actual
social integration.

The Wolves
In contrast to The Lions, major themes which emerged from the data analysis of
The Wolves offer a different perspective on the role of teammates, the team’s leadership,
and management in the acculturation process. In addition, the themes which emerged
from interviews at the beginning of the season differed from those which arose at the end.
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The teammates. At the beginning of the season, eight foreign athletes stressed the
importance of having teammates with the same cultural background. Verol exclaimed, “I
was excited to play for [The Wolves], because there were two players from my home
country already” (personal communication, June 18, 2013). Abel, also in his first season
with MLS, explained, “mainly, there is another Western European player that is – for
national reasons – on the team that I can relate to and that I can talk about. We share so
many things that it is probably the reason why I am closer to that player” (personal
communication, May 29, 2013).
The athletes’ comments further indicated that they became close friends with
other countrymen on the team as well. The foreign athletes who spoke little or no English
pointed out that having teammates who shared the same native language was imperative
for communication on the team. Sergio, for example, commented, “I am good friends
with five other players coming from the same region. We maintain a close relationship,
because we speak the same language” (personal communication, May 29, 2013).
Understandably, these comments were made by players who needed a translator during
the first round of interviews.
By the end of the season, only one of the players still needed a translator. One of
his American teammates revealed that while it helps the foreign athletes if some of their
teammates are from the same or similar cultural background, or share the same native
tongue, if too many of them share the same culture, the possibility of their establishing
their own group within the team becomes a danger, and in fact that had been the case this
season (Jacob, personal communication, November 5, 2013). These athletes shared not
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only similar cultural backgrounds and language, but also a low level of English
proficiency at the beginning of the season. In accordance with Schinke et al. (2011), this
finding suggests that in some cases peers can impede the athletes from achieving the
norms and values needed to function within the new environment. The following results
with regard to the team’s cohesion will shed further light on this aspect.
At the beginning of the season, a few athletes mentioned that “everyone is friendly
and everybody makes jokes. In the locker room, it consists of a lot of young guys. We get
along very well; it is a very fun place to be” (Verol, personal communication, June 18,
2013). The players stated that they were also meeting their teammates for social
gatherings outside of soccer. “Sometimes we go to the restaurants. Not strictly with the
Spanish speaking players – with everyone” (Cassiano, personal communication, June 19,
2013). A few of the athletes who were new to the team, such as Felipe, remarked,
“everybody is accepting me, so that makes it very easy for me. That motivates me, helps
me improving.” However, he also noted that he belonged to “a small group here within
the team” (personal communication, June 18, 2013). His description of the team’s overall
attitude was confirmed by several other players at the end of the season:
After five or six games, we didn’t have a good atmosphere in the locker room. We
were winning against one of the best teams and in the locker room it was just like
‘whatever.’ If you want to win the championships, you have to create something
special together… you need a great chemistry. (Daniel, personal communication,
November 5, 2013)
By the end of the season the majority of interviewees were indicating that team dynamics
had severely declined. There was a distinct lack of unity in the locker room. The players
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arrived for practice, played, and went home. A few of the teammates nonetheless
mentioned their support for new team members:
The new players, rookies, foreigners, if they have questions about where to live
and that, I try to help, try to get them into a good direction. I know from me when
I came to the league, I didn’t know anything. There were some older guys who
brought me under their wing. They taught me a lot, not only with soccer, but also
off the field, so I try to help these players in this regard. (Alex, personal
communication, November 6, 2013)
Two of the foreign teammates talked about each other. One of them, who was
playing his first season with MLS, commented, “I can relate to him and I can talk with
him. We share so many things that it is probably the reason why I am closer to that
player” (Abel, personal communication, November 5, 2013). The other teammate, who
had been with MLS for several seasons, likewise observed, “He eats with me. I help him
pay the bills, supermarket, everything. He is like my brother” (Daniel, personal
communication, November 5, 2013).
As the players’ comments indicate, this team’s cohesion was not tight like that of
The Lions. While some of the teammates tried to reach out to the foreign athletes, the
overall tone of the team was a lack of any major vested interest in, or support for, the new
athletes. The fact that a Hispanic group, which developed within the team, seemed to
separate from the rest of the team may be explained by the differing expectations of the
foreign athletes towards their teammates. Furthermore, among this group were the two
interviewees Raul and Sergio and Fabian, whose countries’ Hofstede individualism index
is remarkably low (see Table 4.2) and other players of Hispanic origin. Since Hispanic
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individuals tend to have a more collectivistic orientation than most Anglo players
(Hofstede et al., 2010), they are more disposed toward mutual cooperation and an
emphasis on the importance of interdependence than those from individualistic cultures
(Cox, Lobel, & McLeod, 1991; Yi & Park, 2003).
According to Greenfield et al. (2002), if team values vary because of cultural
differences, then tensions, conflicts, and misunderstandings may arise, and foreign
athletes may experience their new team membership as a stressor. To cope with the
stress, athletes from a collectivistic culture, such as Hispanics, may form their own group
for support, which is exactly what I found among The Wolves. Negative group dynamics,
in conjunction with the forming of such an “in-group” within the team, suggest that these
Hispanic players had a lower probability of language fluency in the host language due to
several aspects. An increased concentration of foreigners who speak the same language
and share the same culture further decreases the likelihood of their exposure to the
destination language, or any level of engagement in the host culture. This effect was
found to be even more pronounced for new immigrants with a poor background in
education (Chiswick & Miller, 2001). Furthermore, such a lack of cooperation and group
cohesiveness has been found to decrease any motivation for learning the language and
actually seems to increase stress and anxiety in the attempt (Ellström, 2011).

Team leadership and management. At the beginning of the season, the coach was
mentioned by a few of the athletes whose comments revealed that they felt appreciated.
Abel, in his first season with The Wolves, said, “one of the things that I love is that the
coach is close to the players and he talks a lot to the players. I feel that is something that
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is very important for the players to feel valued” (personal communication, May 29,
2013). By the end of the season only a few foreign players mentioned the role of the
coach, but their sentiments had changed, and in fact matched Daniel’s statement about
the atmosphere in the locker room (see above). The athletes ultimately reported that the
coach was not vested in the team when it came to winning or losing a game.
The tone of the comments regarding the role of club management had also
changed. Whereas at the beginning one of the athletes gushed, “they give a teacher and
food from home to make you feel like home” (Felipe, personal communication, June 20,
2013), by the end of the season, his enthusiasm had diminished. The foreign athletes and
one of the Americans explained that while management expected the team to perform at
the highest possible level, they were not very supportive apart from the soccer field.
The athletes stressed that the administration should offer more general support to
the foreign players, and assist them with resolving daily problems off the field. “It pays
off to have people help the players in the best way possible to concentrate on the field”
(Jacob, personal communication, November 5, 2013). A staff member from the union
explained that while some clubs do decent jobs of taking care of the athletes, other clubs
do not see the value in providing additional assistance. He also noted that, unfortunately,
a lack of support may affect player performance (Jack, personal communication,
December 18, 2013). He echoed the sentiments of staff members with The Lions, and of
foreign players who had lived in the U.S. for several years. According to Schinke et al.
(2013), foreign athletes experience their acculturation as their sole responsibility.
Coaches and teammates expect the athlete to learn the new language and fit into the team.
However, this type of scenario creates an enormous amount of acculturative stress, and
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pushes the players to seek support – possibly by building their own group within the team
- and may result in a separation of the group from the rest of the team.
The attitude and assumption of having to assimilate to an existing American
culture also draws the discussion to the so-called cultural pluralism in the U.S. or
American melting pot. According to Bennett (2013), the concept is based on a “singlereality theory, where mainstream American culture is the one true frame of reference” (p.
195). As Rumbaut (2005) claimed, “this image will remain deeply flawed unless it can be
applied inclusively, interethnically and interracially” (p. 156). Scholars almost
universially disavow the single-reality assumption and replace it with the term “cultural
pluralism,” in which diversity is valued, and cultural maintenance and intergroup contact
are encouraged (Van Oudenhoven, Ward, & Masgoret (2006).

The Macrolevel: People with a Similar Cultural Background
While most foreign athletes emphasized the importance of the team in their
acculturation process, only four foreign athletes mentioned people outside of the team,
even though I had asked them about the people with whom they were spending their time
(aside from family) outside of the sports environment. All of them mentioned people on
the team from the same or similar culture of origin. As Pablo stressed, “Hispanic friends
that I met around here” (personal communication, December 9, 2013), or Cassiano, who
said, “When I found somebody Brazilian, I became friends with them” (personal
communication, June 19, 2013). Abel, who brought his family to the United States,
explained how important it was for his family to find culturally similar neighbors:
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I am getting to know other Latin American, Hispanic, Puerto Rican, and Spanish
families that we spent weekends together with. It is also good for the children that
besides most of the days they have the opportunity to also interact with kids their
age, in a language that is not foreign and a similar cultural background. (personal
communication, November 5, 2013)
As Berry (1980, 1997) suggests, both orientation aspirations, whether towards integration
or separation, include recommendations for retaining home cultural values with other ingroup members. However, integration is a dynamic set of social processes that allows a
trade-off between in-group and out-group concerns (Kim, Lujan, & Dixon, 1998). For
The Wolves, this particular finding suggested an orientation towards separation from the
larger society, which could potentially lead to alienation and isolation.

Accompanying Family Members
At both clubs, the foreign athletes who were accompanied by their families
mentioned the value of having them along. In fact, they regarded family members as the
most influential persons in their transition. Eduardo, for example, stated that the
transition to the new culture was easier because “they [his immediate family] can be
together. It is easier than making calls from Skype… and being alone” (personal
communication, December 10, 2013). They emphasized the need to spend free time with
their family, as confirmed by Abel from Europe: “I like to spend time with my family.
My life in different countries is not so different from another” (personal communication,
April 23, 2013).
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However, one American teammate claimed that the help received from families
depended on the player’s culture. He compared the Latin culture of one of his teammates
with the American culture:
He brought his mother and father and brother and that is where he felt
comfortable, whereas some athletes are single and want to party all the time. In
some countries you have parents living with their children and that’s how it is. In
the United States, we work to live. It seems like it’s never enough. You are
working so much, spending less time with your family, while in a different culture
family is the most important thing on this earth…however, the transition to move
to a foreign place, you want to bring something that is familiar to you which will
be your family. (Caleb, personal communication, April 23, 2013)
The majority of foreign athletes and their American teammates also emphasize the
importance of having family members nearby during personal low points. Most of the
foreign athletes referred specifically to their performance on the field. As Andres
explained,
When you are having a moment that you are low and that things are not really
going that well, the one person you wanna talk to is your family. When you are by
yourself in a foreign country, who do you talk to? You don’t have anybody to talk
to, that’s tough and it makes it a lot tougher to go into a training with motivation,
knowing that you really don’t feel like you have the support from somebody even
though your teammates are there, but you really don’t feel that intimate support
from your own blood, from your own family. (personal communication,
December 10, 2013)
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A minority of foreign athletes commented that the transition would have been
easier for the single foreign athletes if their families had been with them, because of the
lack of any nightlife in the city where their club was located. “Here it is like more family
oriented. The life takes place during the day, at night you are sleeping. But like in big
cities, like New York, it’s not a big difference for single or married guys,” as Manuel
explained (personal communication, April 23, 2013).
Blodgett et al. (2014) and Church (1982) linked feelings of disconnection from
home with particularly taxing acculturative stress. Consequently, my study findings seem
to suggest that if the athletes move with their families, who seem to provide an important
buffering function, they are able to maintain a sense of belonging and focus.

Family and Friends Back Home
At both the beginning and end of the season, eight interviewees, including foreign
athletes, their teammates, and staff members, mentioned how crucial it was for the
athletes to be connected to families and friends back home throughout the period of their
transition. Those who did not bring their nuclear families with them stated that they
nonetheless stayed in touch with home regularly. Abel remarked, “communication takes
place on a daily basis through any means that I can” (personal communication, November
5, 2013). Bakary explained why it was so important: “Communicating with back home
helps me a lot. Once I am here, culturewise, everything goes away… but once you go
back you are right back in, ‘cuz communicating with them helps, so that I know what’s
going on” (personal communication, December 9, 2013). Athletes who came without
their families emphasized how much they missed them when struggling with their
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performance. For example, Andres stressed how much he missed his family during
important games:
My mum had to go back home, ‘cuz of her immigration status during the season.
So, half through the season I started missing my mum... I am sure, every player is
going through that. In the most important game this season, I didn’t have anybody
of my family over here. It was just me and the team. (personal communication,
December 10, 2013).
This finding confirms the previous results, which suggested that missing one’s family is a
particularly taxing stressor (Church, 1982).
One of the minor themes that arose referred to the hardship on families back
home. Young foreign athletes especially mentioned how much their families struggled
without them. Julian commented, “it’s my mum. She is the one having a hard time. I
always try to support her, always tell her that I have a reason to be here” (personal
communication, December 9, 2013). The issue of how families handled specific
difficulties also came up. Bakary explained:
When my sister passed away, they didn’t tell me, ‘cuz I was doing tryouts for a
team. She was very sick, I didn’t notice until I went back home. I could read it in
people’s eyes. That’s one thing, when you travel you may not know what’s
happening at home and you won’t go home until the season ends. So that’s why
off season is so important, and if you only have two weeks with them, you just
want to go and spend it with them. (personal communication, December 9, 2013)
According to the results of Blodgett et al.'s (2014) study, difficulties faced by family
members back home could impact the acculturation process for the athletes. This finding
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suggests that after Bakary returned from the visit home where he discovered the death of
his sister, the following season would have been potentially much more stressful.
Another factor that could add to the stress of being away from home is age. If the
family is worried about the youth of their son or daughter, the stress level of the athlete
could increase. Julian’s case demonstrated this situation, which in turn impacted his stress
level. In contrast, the players who relocated with family tended to settle and adjust more
smoothly, which supports Campbell et al.’s (2009) finding.
Players who moved with their families seemed to have a strong support system
because of continuity in terms of identity and a sense of belonging (Campbell et al.,
2009; Ryba, 2009). Athletes who did not move with family indicated that they were
sensitive to the lack of their home support system, and they primarily engaged with
people from their home culture – in and outside of the sports environment – and stayed in
close contact with families and friends back home.
In summary, even though half of the players had lived and played in other
countries before, some had lived only in countries that shared a primary language. In
addition, they did not have any time to prepare for their move to the United States.
Consequently, their proficiency in English was very low. However, their comments
indicated that they were highly motivated to be successful in soccer. Performance success
and playing time seemed to be important conditions for the professional athlete to
acculturate well. However, teammates can also play a decisive role in the social support
system, as illustrated by The Lions. Foreign teammates who had already been on the team
for some time also seemed to be important because of their cultural sensitivity, their
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ability to offer a sense of belonging, and their ability to sense what these immigrant
athletes really needed based on their own experiences.

Discussion
Even though half of the players had lived and played in other countries before
coming to the United States and joining MLS, some had lived only in countries that used
the same language. Since the athletes had little to no time to prepare for their move to the
United States, they did not study English. The lack of significant improvement of their
English skills contributed to additional acculturation stress (Paige & Goode, 2009). This
aspect is addressed further in Chapter 6. Nonetheless, their comments indicated that they
were quite driven to succeed in soccer and therefore accepted their difficulties and tended
to be more proactive in finding solutions. Their self-determined motivation suggests that
they should experience eventual success in their adaptation (Chirkov et al., 2007).
In contrast to the student-athletes, the professionals emphasized performance
success and playing time as important conditions to acculturation. Any sustained injuries
were an enormous challenge since playing time had to be won back (Chapter 6). This
finding suggests that failure to perform at the level expected, whether by the individual
himself or by the coach, could cause severe acculturation difficulties, which would be
compounded by language difficulties and the lack of any preparation for potential
problems or life changes (Landis, Bennett, & Bennett, 2004).
One of the conditions found on both teams was that foreign athletes who had been
on the team for a while and who were fluent in English acted as translators on the field.
However, most of the acculturation conditions varied, revealing different results for The
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Lions and The Wolves. Players with The Lions referred to their teammates as best
friends; in fact, teammates appeared to be a major part of their support system. Roberto
confirmed this cohesion: “We are like a family over here. I think that is really important.
If someone new comes here, we all support him like a family – as one. So, that is why it
wasn’t that hard for me” (personal communication, December 9, 2013). The Lions further
supported the foreign athletes with their team liaison, whose primary function was to
assist the athletes with practical problems encountered on a daily basis. His support was
further evidenced by his willingness to act as a translator; he would stand next to the
coach and translate to help facilitate team communication.
Although The Wolves appeared initially to create an environment for friendships
to develop between players, a Hispanic group formed an in-group within the team, which
semi-isolated itself from the rest of the team. While friendships developed between team
members who came from the same or similar cultural backgrounds, the culture of the
team overall appeared to indicate the lack of any major interest in, or deep level of
support for, the new athletes. The Lions in fact demonstrated a similar condition when
players were drawn to other players from the same culture. This was revealed when the
foreign athletes were asked about their best friends on the team. All of them named
teammates with the same or similar cultural background. Dante stated, “Especially when
you have someone from your country; it’s easier for them to understand you and for you
to be close to that person than to another one. That is really, really important” (personal
communication, December 9, 2013).
However, since the team had such good cohesion, friendships among the foreign
athletes expanded in a concentric fashion. Andres explained: “They come on the team,
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but they get close to one guy, so that one guy has his friends and then it keeps connecting
and keeps connecting” (personal communication, December 10, 2013). These findings
suggest that the team’s cohesion may have influenced the athletes’ acculturation; Zhang
and Goodson’s (2011) observation that greater host identification predicts better
sociocultural adjustment may explain this dynamic. Further support from Ward and Kus’
(2012) findings shows that strong relationships with host culture individuals, or with
foreigners who are committed to the host culture (which in this case was the team),
predicts the adoption of the national culture.
The strong sense of unity clearly indicated by the team may expand the likelihood
of successful acculturation since “they are around more with us than with their families”
(Caleb, personal communication, December 10, 2013). “We are gonna be traveling with
them… be with each other every day training, so they have to get some kind of bond. So,
off the field they have that bond as well and they experience things with different people,
they go out to places, see different places, see different things, and I feel like it is up to
their teammates to be their friends,” their American teammate Joseph claimed (personal
communication, December 10, 2013). Referring to the coach, Dante noted, “you could
have a great coach that does that [integrate the player] very well, but if you don’t feel
wanted by the teammates, then you are still gonna struggle” (personal communication,
December 9, 2013).
Conversely, The Wolves indicated a much weaker support system between
teammates and leadership. Furthermore, the team lacked cohesion, and in fact a group of
Hispanic players separated itself from the rest of the team. As their 2013 roster shows
deviations of up to 80 in the individualism index score in comparison with the value of
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the USA index, the players differ in between being very individualistic and very
collectivistic. These differences may further explain the existing dynamics among The
Wolves: Since Hispanic individuals tend to have a more collectivistic orientation than
most Anglo individuals, (Hofstede et al., 2010), they tend belong to “in-groups” which
are expected to take care of them. They are also more disposed towards cooperation, and
tend to emphasize the importance of interdependence (Cox, Lobel, & McLeod, 1991; Yi
& Park, 2003). Americans, on the other hand, focus more on looking after themselves and
their immediate family. Whereas one member of a team may interpret a given situation
through a collectivistic lens, another may perceive it through an individualistic lens,
resulting in misunderstandings which become a source of conflict (Greenfield et al.,
2002).
The case of The Wolves does not conform with Fordham’s (1988) findings which
suggest that sport is a place free from the conflicts found in other parts of society; nor
does it conform with the finding of Hums and MacLean (2009), who argued that sport is
a place that brings people together through its collectivistic interest for success. On the
contrary, cultural differences may take on a primary role when the athletes are
overwhelmed with difficulties, and language difficulties in particular. Several foreign
athletes who became part of The Wolves’ in-group experienced severe language
problems, which were indicated by their own self-assessment (Table 9.2), and by the fact
that they needed translators during the first round of interviews. Since they were not
available for follow-up interviews at the end of the season, the final impact of the ingroup on the team, as well as any progress in fluency with English, remains unknown.
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According to Zaharna (2009), the athletes’ fluency is essential to their ability to
function in society, and the lack of fluency can lead to increased frustration and social
isolation. If this frustration is paired with low team cohesion upon entering the team,
and/or with a lack of performance success, athletes are likely to develop their own ingroup to cope with these difficulties, and will use this support system as a buffer for
psychosocial stress (Safdar, Lay, & Struthers, 2003). Findings from both cases have
shown that a team culture of strong support for each other, with a belief in the importance
of friendships among team members, in conjunction with strong team cohesion,
facilitates the acculturation process. These findings further suggest that negative team
dynamics foster communicative exchanges which are experienced as stressful, and which
will hamper the relationships that are the very cornerstones of their well-being (Lavoi,
2007).
While previous studies emphasize that acculturation is a process of mutual
influence between hosts and immigrants, they tend to focus on the non-dominant group’s
perspective and neglect the dominant group (Berry, 2006; Piontkowski et al., 2000). As
diverse as the two teams are, The Lions and The Wolves nonetheless each validate the
understanding that integration is a dynamic two-way process for both the immigrants and
the citizens of the host culture. In other words, The Lions were a best practice example
illustrating why integration is a two-way process, whereas The Wolves verified the nature
of the two-way process by demonstrating an unsuccessful integration, and illustrating the
resulting negative impact on team cohesion.
Similarly, Ryba et al. (2012) reported from their study of six professional female
swimmers from Finland, who migrated to Australia, that they gave each other a sense of
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security, reassured stability, and relatedness. Their closeness contributed to their feelings
of being comfortable in the new context. However, the scholars stressed that the
adjustment appeared to be a one-way process which was not facilitated by the host team
and coach, and emphasized the need for an examination of acculturation as a two-way
process.
Finally, it is crucial for foreign athletes to be connected to families and friends
during important cultural transitions. Both the majority of foreign athletes and their
American teammates discussed the importance of having family close by during personal
low points. Athletes who came without their family also emphasized a need for them
when they were struggling with performance. They stayed in touch with home on a
regular basis and communicated almost every day. This finding confirms the hypothesis
that foreign athletes’ families play a central role in the foreign players’ acculturation
success.
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Conclusion
The study of the acculturation process is inseparable from its context, or the
conditions within which it takes place (Birman, Trickett & Buchanan, 2005). In a
comparison between students and professional athletes on an individual level, the
students seemed to be better prepared for the acculturation process. While the studentathletes’ level of proficiency with English was in accordance with TOEFL requirements,
and even improved significantly over the course of their first academic year, the level of
proficiency for the professional athletes was lower. Some professional athletes relied on
translators, and their language skills showed no significant improvement over the course
of the season (Table 9.2)
On both of the MLS teams, foreign athletes who had been on the team longer and
who were fluent in English acted as translators on the field. In addition, The Lions’ team
liaison assisted the athletes by acting as translator on the field as well. Although half of
the players had lived and played in other countries before, some of these countries used
the same language as that of the athletes, resulting in an easier transition. While the
students had prepared for their move to the U.S., mainly by studying English and even by
researching their prospective universities, the professional athletes did very little to
prepare for moving, mostly because of time constraints.
In accordance with Ward, Bochner, and Furnham (2006), these differences mean
that for the professional athlete, new life challenges are more stressful than they would be
for the student-athlete. Performance success and playing time seemed to be more
important conditions for successful acculturation, and they were more likely to struggle
with acculturation if they did not meet personal performance expectations. Nonetheless,
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both groups were very driven to be successful in soccer, although the professional
athletes demonstrated a stronger determination to cope with their difficulties because they
seemed to be more grateful for the opportunity.
Acculturation conditions at the team level also differed. The student-athletes lived
on campus and were naturally engaged with their teammates, roommates, and/or
classmates. For the professional athletes, their teams automatically retained a more
important role as their social system within the host society. Most of the team members
with The Wolves neither indicated any major vested interest in, nor any sort of deep level
of support for, the foreign athletes. Consequently, the team lacked cohesion and the
negative team dynamics fostered the development of an in-group of athletes who
separated themselves from the rest of the team. The players with The Lions, on the other
hand, referred to their teammates as best friends, and such regard seemed to serve as a
foundation for their interactions. Aside from this distinctive feature, their team culture
indicated stronger team cohesion.
The findings for both groups, student and professional, suggest that teams can be
of major importance during the acculturation process since their buffering function may
be particularly important for a smooth transition. If incoming foreign athletes are actively
integrated into the team, supported by their teammates, and experience satisfaction with
their group membership, they may perceive their teams as support systems that will help
them to acculturate more smoothly. These close intercultural friendships should enhance
the development of their social skills, since cultural learning is thought to be a direct
function of the number of host culture friends a sojourner possesses (Sam & Berry,
2006).
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However, in comparing the elite athletes’ country individualism indexes, it is clear
that the student-athletes come primarily from individualistc cultures, whereas the
professional athletes come from collectivistic cultures, to the United States, the most
“individualistic country” (Hofstede et al., 2010). Even though professional athletes,
mainly with The Wolves, mentioned a lack of support from host culture members, none
of them indicated that they felt they were treated negatively by staff and/or team
members due to their country of origin. This can be supported by the fact that the United
States is a multicultural society where cultural diversity has surged in the last 50 years
and is expected to continue to rise (Topppo & Overberg, 2014). However, some of the
student-athletes reported a lack of cross-cultural understanding and misinformation by
their American peers. Constantine et al. (2004), who had examined the cultural
adjustment of twelve international students from African countries, reported that all of
them had expressed prejudicial or discriminatory treatment by their American peers.
Furthermore, these findings conform with Berry (2006) and Piontkowski et al.
(2000) that “acculturation is a dynamic two-way process by the immigrants as well as the
citizens of the host culture in which culture and context are very much intertwined”
(Birman, Trickett, & Buchanan, 2005, p. 83). They suggest that the importance of the
context in which acculturation occurs cannot be overestimated, and offer a more
comprehensive view of the acculturation process, with all of its nuances and inequities.
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CHAPTER 5
ACCULTURATION ORIENTATION
Introduction
The acculturation process of foreign athletes can be distinguished along different
dimensions. One important dimension is an individual’s acculturation orientation, which
refers to the way the immigrants relate to the host society and to their culture of origin,
which may occur at distinctly separate times or simultaneously. In this study, it refers to
attitudes (Berry & Sabatier, 2011), cultural knowledge (Berry, 2005), and behaviors
(Tsai-Chae & Nagata, 2008). It is by nature a process of hybridity – a dialectical process.
The term “attitudes” refers to preferences which act as mediators between
acculturation conditions and the outcomes. “Knowledge” refers to cultural differences, as
well as any specific understanding about the host culture, because acculturation involves
the experience of both cultural differences and similarities (Celenk & Van de Vijver,
2011). While short-term visitors experience cultural learning on a level of so-called “life
changes” with food, body contact, and the usage of personal space (Ward et al., 2005),
long-term visitors, or immigrants, experience a process of acculturation, which includes
the notice of relevant cultural differences on a deeper level, in beliefs and values. When
behaviors are modified to express the ability to think and act in interculturally appropriate
ways, acculturation on an advanced level is indicated (Hammer, Bennett, & Wisemann,
2003). Finally, the term “behaviors” refers to how immigrants cultivate their home
culture while engaging in the new culture.
In this study, the attitudinal, cognitive, and behavioral levels at which the athletes
relate to both a host society and to their culture of origin are used as indicators for the
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athletes’ acculturation orientation, which is determined by applying Berry’s model (1974,
1980) to a review of these levels. Does each athlete fall into a category of separation,
marginalization, assimilation, or integration? How were the athletes oriented at the
beginning and end of the first season/school year evaluation?
Acculturation orientation includes four categories: separation, marginalization,
assimilation, and integration. While separation emphasizes a lack of contact with the
dominant group, and is embedded in one’s own ethnic culture to minimize the loss of
self-esteem that may result from comparisons with the majority group, marginalization is
the state of viewing one’s own group as inferior. Assimilation refers to the rejection of
one’s own culture and distancing oneself from other members of one’s cultural group,
whereas the orientation of integration refers to individuals who retain their own cultural
values while maintaining contact with the larger host society (Kim, Lujan, & Dixon,
1998).
Acculturation orientation offers a method for identifying the immigrant’s stage in
the acculturation process by measuring where he or she is in regard to retaining his or her
own cultural values while maintaining contact with the larger society (Berry, 2005). It is
defined as a dynamic set of social processes that allows a trade-off between intragroup
identity and intergroup bonds, as well as between in-group and out-group concerns (Kim,
Lujan, & Dixon, 1998).
Berry’s model has been tested and used by many scholars (Ben-Shalom &
Horenczyk, 2003, Navas et al., 2007; Ward, 2008). Previous studies indicate that the
category of integration is preferred as it generally leads to better adaptation and involves
the fewest stress experiences. It also generates other positive benefits, such as better
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health and, as hypothesized in this study, better performance on the soccer field, than the
categories of separation, marginalization, or assimilation (Berry, 2005; Curran, 2003).
This framework offers a full picture of the acculturation orientation experienced
by the foreign athletes. It also offers an action-oriented perspective, which could be
beneficial to coaches and managers who could base their assistance to foreign athletes on
an understanding of their acculturation process and its influences. These findings could
also be used to develop various strategies and training programs which could facilitate
the successful transition of professional athletes, address any problems that might arise
during cross-cultural transitions, and ultimately help improve the performance of foreign
athletes on the field.
Questions which referred to home and host cultures were used to identify patterns
in the athletes’ attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors. Specifically, I asked, “Why is it
important to maintain your home culture? “and “How are you doing that?” as well as
“How are you engaging in American culture?” “Which aspects of American culture do
you particularly like or dislike?” and “How did you spend your free time?” Other
questions, such as “Which situations do you expect to be difficult due to your lack of
English language proficiency?” provided additional insight into these themes regarding
the acculturation orientation of foreign athletes.
As explained in Chapter 3, I applied thematic analysis and pattern matching. The
results of both samples (i.e., NCAA student-athletes and MLS professional athletes) are
described separately. The results from the study with the student-athletes will be
presented first, followed by the study with the professional athletes. As explained in
Chapter 4, the contexts and preconditions of student-athletes are very different from those

164

of professional athletes, and may reveal important information about the different
acculturation aspects for foreign elite athletes, and how the process creates a differential
vastly different from the experience of other professional athletes.
Each group of athletes was analyzed separately; the results for each group will
therefore be presented separately in this chapter, after which their acculturation
orientations will be compared and contrasted. Within each section, the athletes’ attitudes,
knowledge, and behaviors are presented as follows: attitudes are addressed first, since the
athletes’ attitudes toward acculturation precede acculturative learning, including
acquiring cultural knowledge and behavior (Rudmin, 2009). Cultural knowledge is then
examined. Finally, how the athletes cultivated their home culture, and actively engaged in
American culture, will be determined by an analysis of their behaviors.
The themes that emerged from the analysis are highlighted using illustrative
quotations from the athletes themselves as representative of the patterns found in the data.
After the presentation of the results for each section, the foreign athletes’ acculturation
orientations are discussed. Finally, the findings from both samples are explained in the
conclusion.

Student-Athletes’ Attitudes, Knowledge, and Behaviors
Acculturation orientation refers to attitudes (Berry & Sabatier, 2011), cultural
knowledge (Berry, 2005), and behaviors (Tsai-Chae & Nagata, 2008). The athletes’
attitudes toward acculturation are presented first; next will be their existing knowledge
about the host culture; and finally their behaviors related to cultural adaptation or
maladaptation.
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As explained in Chapter 3, I interviewed eighteen foreign student-athletes from
three different universities in the southeastern United States at the beginning of their first
academic year (Table 4.1). After the first semester, three student-athletes returned home
and two declined the follow-up exit interview. I interviewed the remaining thirteen
student-athletes at the end of the year. All of them were between eighteen and twenty-one
years old, and none of them had ever lived abroad before. As previously mentioned, their
countries of origin were Australia, Brazil, Colombia, England, Germany, Italy, Lithuania,
Portugal, Russia, Spain, and South Africa (Table 4.1).
Major findings revealed that the majority of student-athletes were consciously
aware of their personal adjustment, and noticed cultural differences on a fairly deep level,
which included the magnitude and effects of individualism. The students consciously
deepened their knowledge of American culture, indicated a positive attitude towards
cultural differences and towards making efforts to adapt, and by the end of the year
seemed to have made efforts to integrate themselves into the team, the university, and
ultimately the United States, as demonstrated by their engagement with American peers
or their interest in getting involved in American sports.

Attitudes towards Cultural Differences
To determine patterns of attitudes towards cultural differences, I asked the
student-athletes questions like: “Are there aspects of American culture that you
particularly like?” “Are there aspects of American culture that you felt you were too
enthusiastic about originally, and think you may dislike now?” and, “What is personally
satisfying and rewarding about your life in the United States?” These questions were
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asked at both the beginning and end of the year. Their attitudes were revealed when they
discussed cultural differences. Their responses at the end of the year varied to a certain
degree from those at the beginning, and illustrated how they had changed. In general, the
majority of them viewed American culture as positive and stressed the importance of
adaptation, and overall indicated an orientation towards integration.

Attitudes towards cultural differences at the beginning of the first school year. At
the beginning of the school year, the majority of student-athletes recognized how
important it was to adapt to American culture. Lucas pointed out why it was essential:
“it’s important to integrate yourself, because we need to live with American people. So, if
you would be completely out of American culture, it would be difficult” (Lucas, personal
communication, August 28, 2012). Mariana also commented positively when she
remarked, “actually, I like the way U.S. people are” (Mariana, personal communication,
September 26, 2012).
The majority of athletes also acknowledged the importance of being open-minded.
For example, Amy commented, “I knew before I got here that it would be different, so I
have been open-minded with everything. Just take it in and that’s just how everyone is
and you just gotta accept it. If you wanna play here, you just gotta accept it. It’s just
different; nothing is worse or better” (Amy, personal communication, September 21,
2012). The athletes appreciated the value of discovering their own personal preferences
as a result of encountering another culture. “To broaden the horizons you need to know
what the whole world is about and what the difference is and then you can find your own
kind of preference” (James, personal communication, September 13, 2012).
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Other comments were more hesitant in nature. For example, one foreign studentathlete stated, “I want to get to know the American culture and then I want to decide if I
want to integrate myself here” (Florian, personal communication, September 14, 2012).
A few student-athletes were at the other end of the spectrum, expressing negative
evaluations of American culture and a feeling of superiority about their home culture. For
example, Felix remarked, “coming to the United States makes me realize how much
better my home culture is” (Felix, personal communication, August 28, 2012).
As pointed out in Chapter 2, attitudes are important influences in the acculturation
process (Berry, 2009; Celenk & Van de Vijver, 2011). Open-mindedness, a tolerance for
ambiguity, cultural empathy (Hannigan, 1990; van der Zee & Oudenhoven, 2000), and
realistic expectations have been found to contribute to a smooth adjustment.
Consequently, unrealistic expectations, or a lack of preparation for unavoidable
differences, may result in increased stress (Cox, 2004; Mähönen & Jasinskaja-Lahti,
2013; Ward et al., 2005). Ethnocentrism, as expressed above by Felix, has also been
found to have a negative impact on the acculturation process (Yoo et al., 2006).

Attitudes towards cultural differences at the end of the first school year. At the end
of the school year, the large majority of respondents indicated a positive attitude about
cultural differences, and particularly about American culture. Moreover, they realized an
appreciation for their home culture. Lucas, for example, stated “everyone is different and
if everyone did the things the same way, it would be boring and there would not be
different cultures. There are a lot of good things back in Spain, the same here” (Lucas,
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personal communication, March 24, 2013). Only a few of the interviewees thought
differently. Kristina from Lithuania observed:
If you are good, they are good. If you are bad, they don’t care about you. In
Lithuania, everyone understands. Here? No, but I got used to that. I don’t think
it’s better. Here it is better in some aspects, but I appreciate things in Lithuania
that I never appreciated before. (personal communication, April 1, 2013)
The large majority of respondents had considered whether or not to make personal
changes in order to assimilate, and most of them were eager to adapt. James from
England commented, “You have to make adaptions to yourself. If you are in a very
different culture to a place in Asia, you have to adapt, because they do things completely
different, but you don’t want to change everything. You always wanna be yourself
(personal communication, March 26, 2013).” Less prevalent were comments indicating a
refusal to adapt: “I don’t plan to be Americanized at all, ‘cuz it’s important to remember
where you came from.” (Thomas, personal communication, March 26, 2013). Lucas
explained why refusing to adapt was so important for him. “I think Brazil has really good
things, so I try to keep these things with me as long as possible” (personal
communication, March 24, 2013).
Developing a cognizance of becoming more independent was another major
pattern that emerged. Sarah from South Africa commented, “just in general, the new
experiences, becoming more independent, having to look after myself and do the things I
would not have to at home. I will definitely become more mature” (personal
communication, March 24, 2013). They perceived the challenges they had faced so far as
positive and, overall, as a personally rewarding experience. Kevin from Germany
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observed, “For the first time to be really far away from home, there are days that I am
homesick – for sure. I don’t really see it as a challenge, it is more an experience. It’s great
to get the chance to actually do this” (personal communication, March 24, 2013).
Lucas from Brazil made a similar statement, but also referred to his team as a
support system. “There are a lot of stuff that are hard, like I am missing home, but it’s
been such a great experience, like when I have some trouble, I can always ask somebody
helping me, even if I am alone I am never alone, ’cuz I can ask somebody my teammates
and coach and people here” (personal communication, March 24, 2013). As stated in
Chapter 4, and as found in Schinke et al.’s (2012) study, the athlete’s team can foster an
important sense of belonging in a new environment.
Most foreign student-athletes revealed their positive attitude about adapting to the
new culture through their attempts to integrate themselves. Sergio from Spain remarked,
“Being successful with other cultures always requires effort. I got to know the culture and
get to know what’s right and what’s wrong. After making an effort, you will be able to
succeed” (personal communication, April 4, 2013). Kristina referred to the responsibility
to adapt. “I am still from another country, so it’s my duty to be like them” (personal
communication, April 1, 2013). Others, like James, stressed that “you have to adapt in
order to be successful. If you don’t know anything about where you are going, you
struggle in the start, but then you can figure it out in the long run” (personal
communication, March 26, 2013).
The majority of students signified this positive attitude at both the beginning and
end of the school year. They further recognized that adapting their personal identity was
continuously negotiated and “never really achieved” (Orbe & Harris, 2008, p. 83). Their
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first-hand contact with individuals from the new culture might have caused changes in
their attitudes, and consequently should have resulted in a change in their cultural identity
(Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2006). Their comments illustrate the experience of “a push
of the new culture and the pull of the old that is typical for the acculturation process”
(Kim, 2008, p. 363; see also Lundy, 2011). At the end of the school year in particular,
their comments emphasizing a positive attitude towards making efforts to adapt seemed to
indicate a maturity in their attitudes.

Knowledge and Comprehension of Cultural Differences
After presenting the student-athletes’ attitudes toward acculturation, I will provide
the results which refer to acculturative learning and cultural knowledge, and will
conclude the chapter with behaviors (Rudmin, 2009). I will begin with a discussion of the
cultural knowledge that the student-athletes had acquired, and which was the second
indicator of their acculturation orientation.
I sought to identify patterns by looking for comparisons in the respondents’
cultural knowledge and comprehension of cultural differences at the beginning and end of
their first year. I asked them questions like: “What is personally rewarding about your life
in the United States?” “Are rules applied differently here in comparison to your
country?” “Aside from language difficulties, would you expect to experience any
difficulties in daily communication?” As expected from the scholarly literature (Celenk
& Van de Vijver, 2011), between the beginning and end of the year the student-athletes
demonstrated a transition in their understanding of cultural differences and illustrated a
deeper knowledge of educational differences in particular.
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Knowledge and comprehension of cultural differences at the beginning of the school
year. Cultural differences with regard to interaction and communication were noted at the
beginning of the year by the majority of student-athletes, who observed that sociocultural interactions among people in the United States occur differently as compared
with their home countries. James from England commented:
How people interact is different from back home. For example, just walking
around campus, people just acknowledge and say hello even if you have never
seen them before. Whereas in England you don’t get that sense of community
feeling. So I was walking past some guys and then you just say “hey what’s up,”
but you have no intentions to speak any further, whereas in England you just walk
past each other. (personal communication, September 13, 2012)
Only a few of the student-athletes perceived these differences as negative. “The
American is more friendly on a superficial basis… In Germany, you would only say
‘good morning’ while you say here ‘good morning, how are you?,’ even if you don’t
want to know. The person could be sick and you don’t care at all” (Felix, personal
communication, August 28, 2012). Amy from England related this aspect to her team.
“On the team there is so many unnecessary drama that would have been resolved from
step one, if they would just say what they think and not speak to someone else and then
speak to someone else” (personal communication, September 21, 2012).
The majority discussed the differences in communication and the importance of
recognizing these styles. A couple of the students referred to differences in greetings.
Sergio from Spain remarked, “The most simple example is the way you say hello to
someone. In Spain, when you say hello to someone you give her two kisses and here you
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give the hand and when you say goodbye, you hug the person and in Spain you give two
kisses” (Sergio, personal communication, September 14, 2012).
Several athletes also mentioned differences in humor. James stated, “Our humor is
very sarcastic, whereas here I have done some and people took it the wrong way”
(personal communication, September 13, 2013). Mariana from Brazil commented on her
difficulty with understanding American humor. “Some things are really different in
English, like the side jokes I cannot get; they have to explain me what they are talking
about” (Mariana, personal communication, September 26, 2012).
I anticipated these themes based on the existing literature. For example, Safdar,
Lay, and Struthers (2003) reported that acculturating individuals experience differences
in communication through contact with the host cultural group. Similarly, Schinke et al.
(2011) found that student-athletes noticed differences in socio-cultural norms in
communication.
Another major theme pertinent to cultural differences related to American
individualism. Lucas from Brazil stressed, “Sometimes, one or two persons will discuss
and here everybody has a different opinion and nobody has a problem to expose this.
Here we have ten different opinions and in Brazil maybe we have ten different opinions,
too, but they don’t want to expose that” (personal communication, August 28, 2012).
Ward, Bochner, and Furnham (2006) stated that in individualistic cultures people expect,
and perhaps demand, their own interests to be fulfilled even if that diminishes group
objectives. Individualists tend to function independently, primarily looking after
themselves. Hence, this finding underscores Hofstede et al.’s (2010) results showing the
United States with the highest individualism index in comparison with seventy other
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countries. For Brazil, the scholars’ individualism index shows 31 while the United States
has a score of 91.
Various aspects relating to the host culture level were also observed, although
they were not as prevalent. These included differences in food, in visual culture, and in
references to buildings and infrastructure. Students from Brazil in particular discussed the
difference in the application of laws. Lucas, for example, explained, “if you do something
wrong there, you can pay or my father may do something. Here, it’s not the same; if you
do something wrong, no matter who you are, you go to jail or you need to pay a fee”
(personal communication, August 28, 2012).
A small number of athletes also addressed aspects of acculturation knowledge
referring to the team, such as the rules regarding scholarship and the NCAA. Kevin, a
German soccer player, stated, “The substitution rules are different here; they practically
substitute all the time... They have crazy rules… If somebody gives you a Coke and you
take it without asking if it’s only for student-athletes or everybody and you just take and
drink it and somebody sees you and finds out that it was only for student-athletes, then
you lose your eligibility” (personal communication, August 28, 2012).
Another theme related to the athletes’ relationships with their coaches. For
example, Daniel said, “In Germany, the coach is rather seen as person that should be
respected and here he is rather perceived as a team member” (personal communication,
September 19, 2012). Giulia mentioned the issue of communication. “Communication
with the coach works differently over here. I am not used to the way they coach.
Sometimes it is hard to understand what they want me to do and what they expect me to
do and at the same time I have to let them understand what I want” (personal
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communication, September 6, 2012). Ryba et al. (2012) as well as Blodgett et al (2014)
reported that coaches may play a crucial role in their acculturation and my findings
support these studies’ findings.
Expectedly, emerging themes pertaining to the student-athletes’ knowledge and
comprehension of differences at the beginning of the season support Schinke et al.’s
(2011) findings indicating that athletes acculturate not only at the level of the host
culture, but also at the team level. While coaching styles may impact the likelihood of a
smooth acculturation, Giulia’s comment recalls Schinke et al.'s (2013) scenario where
acculturation is the athlete’s responsibility. On the other hand, coaches and teammates
who are unaware of the acculturation process may simply expect the foreign athlete to fit
into the new team and meet its training standards, without being aware that reciprocity
might be helpful.
An unexpected theme also emerged from the data analysis. Even though they were
not asked, a few of them explained how they learned about American culture, such as
Pedro from Portugal:
My friend one time said you have two ears, two eyes and one mouth, so you need
to be quiet and try to understand how stuff works and then react. That’s what I’ve
been doing, just trying to understand how stuff works and then react. (personal
communication, October 9, 2012)
He later mentioned negative learning experiences:
My friend said something about Black people and they said, ‘Oh you are a racist.’
It was tough. The other day we went to the mall and he bought a T-shirt with Jesus
on a dinosaur and it said “like a boss” on it. I think it’s really funny, but they don’t
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like it. They think that he is joking with their religion. We need to understand how
these people think, how they work and then try to manage that. (personal
communication, October 9, 2012)
Numerous studies exist on the first-culture learning of children, which occurs as
they observe their social surroundings (Gergely & Csibra, 2005; Gutiérrez & Rogoff,
2003; Paradise & Rogoff, 2009). Although second-culture acquisition also occurs through
observation, the literature is less robust. However, Joy and Kolb (2009) found that culture
has only a marginal influence on “reflective observation.” The scholars further state that
people tend to examine all sides of an issue in order to understand its meaning and take
part in it, and also in order to apply transforming experiences through active
experimentation. Pedro’s comments seem to support their finding.

Knowledge and comprehension of cultural differences at the end of the year. At the
end of the school year, when addressing the differences in socio-cultural interaction and
aspects referring to Hofstede et al.’s (2010) cultural dimension of “individualism,” eleven
student-athletes stated that the educational courses were different from what they were
used to. These noted differences remained the same as they had been at the beginning.
Several interviewees spoke particularly about how independent people are in the United
States. Sarah from South Africa explained:
Just from a young age having jobs or have had some sort of working experience,
back home it’s not that big. Not a lot of children have jobs at the age of 16 in
South Africa; they are much more confident in a way, I guess it’s because of the
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way they have been brought up. They are not relying on their parents that much.
(personal communication, March 24, 2013)
Referring to aspects of socio-cultural interaction, the athletes observed that the
average American is very friendly, polite, and supportive. James from England remarked,
“Everybody in their [American] society are friendly. I am talking outside the university.
People say hello and what’s up, just more friendly, so it makes you feel at home”
(personal communication, March 26, 2012). Lucas described Americans as helpful:
They are very helpful, always altruistic, they are always trying to help you doesn’t
matter what. Last week I was in the hospital with Daniel and we were lost to get
out of the hospital and just asked one guy and he walked with us 15 minutes until
we got out. In my country, I don’t think anybody would do that. (personal
communication, March 24, 2012)
While several themes remained the same between both rounds of interviews, one
of the themes that changed was education. The majority of foreign student-athletes stated
that the courses were different from what they were used to and incorporated more group
work and more assignments per class. Everyone wanted to excel and win, and differences
in opinions were considered valuable. James from England talked about the different
teaching style:
You have to adapt in order to be successful or maybe it is the university as a
whole, ’cuz there is a lot more technology in terms of interaction. Here it’s much
more using presentations and whiteboards and interactive videos. At the end of the
day, they explain the same thing. It’s just a different way of getting it across.
(personal communication, March 26, 2013)
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In this regard, my findings are in accordance with previous research on intercultural
educational practices and procedures that illustrate that individualism has a strong
influence on classroom communication and learning styles (McCargar, 1993; Ward,
Bochner, & Furnham, 2005). Since the United States has the highest individualism index
in comparison with over seventy countries, it is associated with students who compete
with other students to excel in the classroom (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2006). In
accordance with McCargar (1993), my study showed that international students criticize
the American students as being overconfident and aiming to show off.
An observation that was not as prevalent, but mentioned nonetheless by several
athletes, was the inability of their American peers to imagine life in their home countries.
Some foreign athletes even observed prejudicial and ethnocentric comments by some of
the Americans. Sarah from South Africa explained:
I will always be a foreigner in a way, because I speak differently and I am from a
totally different culture. The majority of people here think that I live in the desert
and we have lions running around. I think people find that very strange; they think
that it’s weird we have the same cars here as we do back home. I guess that comes
with learning and being ignorant of the rest of the world. I just laugh about it,
because I think it’s the most absurd thing. (personal communication, March 24,
2013)
While some of the athletes, like Sarah, do not take this lack of cross-cultural
understanding and misinformation seriously, others indicated that it made them angry
sometimes. Comments similar to these were reported in a previous study. Constantine et
al. (2004) examined the cultural adjustment of twelve international students from African
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countries and stated that all of them had expressed prejudicial or discriminatory treatment
by their American peers (see also Lundy & Negash, 2013).
Although not asked directly, the student-athletes addressed the topic of cultural
learning during both rounds of interviews. Whereas in the first round they had mentioned
learning by observing, the second time they mentioned the significant role of language in
their cultural learning:
In the beginning, it was all observing the culture before participating, to learn how
it works and how they talk to each other and how they interact and then I tried to
do it the way they do it. Language was a big barrier at first. You see how they do
it, but cannot even do it the way they do it because of the language. I am still
German and I stick to that, but I want to adjust and act the way they do. (Kevin,
personal communication, March 24, 2013)
As at the beginning of their first academic year, some foreign athletes, such as Sarah
from South Africa, discussed the importance of being open-minded in learning about
American culture. “I have been open-minded with everything. Just take it in and that’s
just how everyone is and you just gotta accept it. If you wanna play here, you just gotta
accept it. It’s just different; nothing is worse or better; it’s just different” (personal
communication, March 24, 2013).
During the second round of interviews, the athletes stated that they actively
engaged in spending time with Americans to learn about the culture. “Just hanging out
with the guys. When they invite me over for a barbecue, I would go over and see what
their family culture is like and just see how different it is from Australian culture” (Tom,
personal communication, March 29, 2013). Similarly, James from England commented,
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“I put myself out in those situations more and more and start to get used to that, instead
of going back in to my room and to speak just with my friends in England. I made more
efforts to meet more friends.”(personal communication, March 26, 2013). In this regard,
my findings are in accordance with Deardorff’s (2009) research, which found that the
ultimate goal in the cultural learning process is to learn, share, and enter into dialogue in
order to build relationships. The application of transforming experiences, through active
experimentation in addition to observational learning, also suggests that the students may
have been somewhat comfortable in their new surroundings since they were willing to
take risks with experimentation (Joy & Kolb, 2009).

Behavior towards Cultural Differences
After discussing the student-athletes’ attitudes, knowledge, and comprehension
towards cultural differences, I will now present how they maintained their home culture
while engaging in American culture. This will complete the picture of the foreign
student-athletes’ acculturation orientation. In accordance with Ward and Kus (2012),
these behaviors are robust acculturation predictors. The athletes’ cultivation of home
culture and engagement in the foreign culture are considered separately since Berry
(2009) emphasized a separate examination for a thorough analysis.

Cultivation of home culture. Looking for patterns in the students’ self-reported
cultivation of their home culture, during interviews at the beginning of the year I asked,
“How would you plan to cultivate your home culture?” At the end of the year, I asked
questions such as: “How have you spent your free time?” “How important was
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maintaining your home culture?” From the responses provided at the beginning and end
of the year, similar themes emerged. These results are therefore presented together.
The most significant findings were that the students indicated that they tried to
stay in touch with home as much as they could, and that giving Americans an
understanding of their home culture was very important to them. Lucas from Brazil
explained, “My country, I am part of them and everywhere I go, I think I need to show
the people how things are in Brazil and how the culture is” (personal communication,
August 28, 2012). Looking back on her first year in the United States, Giulia indicated
the importance of expressing her Italian identity:
Looking back, I should have kept myself. It’s not that I am not myself, I didn’t
express myself as I would have done in Italy. It’s pretty important. Now, if
someone asked me, “Where are you from?, ” I am really happy to say that I am
from Italy; I don’t want to change my accent even if it’s harder for them to
understand me. (personal communication, March 29, 2013)
The students had explained their home culture to their American peers, and had
given examples to illustrate aspects of everyday life. Mariana from Brazil explained, “I
am trying to show people my culture, trying to show music, dancing, way of thinking.
They know some words and the way I dress; I am trying to show them how we dress
there, the way we eat” (personal communication, September 26, 2012).
Another significant finding was the indication by eleven students that they tried to
stay in touch with home as much as possible. Giulia remarked, “I talk to home on the
weekend, not during the week, because of the time difference. We are six hours ahead, so
it’s tough and I am really busy with college and swimming” (personal communication,
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March 29, 2013). Similarly, most of the interviewees stated that they would have liked to
stay in touch with home more, but were unable to due to their busy schedules. Amy from
England reflected, “Most of the time I should be doing homework, but I spend it on
Skype. I think if there wouldn’t be Skype, it would be a lot different. I speak to my mum
and speak to my friends every day” (personal communication, March 29, 2013). Pedro
from Portugal stressed, “I Skype my mum… last weekend they went to a family trip, they
had the iPad with them, so I was with them and that’s what I do, ‘cuz I want to feel close
to them” (personal communication, October 9, 2012).
A finding that was not as prevalent pertained to engaging in practices of the home
culture while abroad. Several foreign student-athletes mentioned cooking home dishes.
“Of course, I do cooking one time a week for my roommates” (Nastya, personal
communication, September 24, 2012). Thomas from England reported, “I drink English
tea a lot more than I drink American tea. I keep saying ‘you need to try hot tea,’ ‘you
need to let me make hot tea for you – trust me.’ So I drink tea all the time” (personal
communication, March 26, 2013). Others reported that they watch television from home
online.
The repetition of both themes, giving their peers an understanding of their home
culture and practicing their home culture while abroad, suggests that the athletes were
maintaining their heritage, which provides some psychological stability. Safdar, Lay, and
Struthers (2003) reported that immigrants strive to maintain their in-group behavior
through involvement with members of their own cultural group, as well as by practicing
cultural traditions in the new culture, in order to maintain psychological stability while
they experience acculturative stress.
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However, during both rounds of interviews, and especially at the end of the school
year, most student-athletes acknowledged that cultivating their home culture was not a
high priority for them. Kevin explained, “People are trying to speak German. I am trying
to teach them some words, but the whole culture, the way I dress, you always tell me that
today I look really European again, but I don’t try to bring my culture over here, I rather
adjust than trying to cultivate my own culture” (personal communication, March 24,
2013). Others stated that their home culture and the U.S. culture were not that different.
“Obviously, you have to adapt if you want to have friends, ’cuz you are in their country.
The culture is pretty much similar, it’s different, but it’s not a huge divide,” as James
from England pointed out (personal communication, March 26, 2013).
Engagement with American culture. Looking for patterns of engagement with
American culture, I asked the study participants at the beginning of the year questions
such as, “How important is engaging in the new culture for you?” and, “How do you plan
to maintain your home culture while engaging in a new culture?” At the end of the year, I
asked questions like: “How did you engage in American culture?” “How have you spent
your free time?” The same themes emerged from the responses at the end of the year as at
the beginning.
Ten student-athletes discussed the importance of engaging in American culture,
mainly by traveling within the United States. James from England remarked, “Whenever
one of our [domestic] teammates goes home; I will go with them just to experience all
these other parts of America. When I can get away from here and experience something
else, I will try to do that, travel” (personal communication, October 9, 2012). Opper,
Teichler, and Carlson (1990) identified “not enough time to travel” as a main problem
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experienced by most international students. For international student-athletes, exploring
other parts of the United States was extremely difficult because of their busy schedule
with practice and competition. On the other hand, they might yet have the opportunity to
see other parts of the country when traveling for competition.
Engaging in the culture by pursuing involvement in American sports outside of
their specialty, either as a spectator or participant, emerged as another important theme
from the data analysis. The student-athletes pointed out that they had no interest in any of
the sports before they came. James stated, “The American sports are a lot different to the
English sports; I mean we don’t have football, we don’t have baseball, and we don’t
really play basketball in England. So I am trying to get involved as much, not playing but
spectating” (personal communication, March 26, 2013). They also engaged in the culture
by spending time with their teammates and roommates. Sergio said, “We like to hang out
a lot at the commons and talk and we also go anywhere else to get dinner or I just go to
their place and watch tennis. They are off campus” (personal communication, April 4,
2013). He later added, “I have some other friends, too, but I don’t hang out with them as
much as with my teammates… two sophomores, they come to Spain in summer; they are
American, they call us the three musketeers, so most of the time I hang out with both of
them” (personal communication, April 4, 2013). Spending most of their free time with
teammates conforms to the major theme of the team as a support system, even as the
athletes were developing the cognizance of becoming more independent.
Not as prevalent but still noted by the student-athletes was the importance of
engaging in U.S. culture to become accepted, or just a part of society in general. Kristina
from Lithuania remarked, “It is important for me not to be a stranger to them. That is the
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most important thing; not to be too different” (personal communication, April 1, 2013).
Sarah from South Africa said, “I think, it’s very important, because you want to fit here
and you wanna feel comfortable; you wanna be here for the next four years, so I might as
well get used to it now” (personal communication, March 24, 2012). Others commented
that they simply do not have any time to engage with U.S. culture. “Here, I wake up, go
to classes, go to lunch, go to practice, go to dinner, go to the dorm and sleep,” Nastya
from Russia noted (personal communication, September 24, 2012). Thomas from
England commented, “If I did meet new people and they wanted me to go with them and
I would have to stay to study” (personal communication, August 28, 2012).

Discussion
In this study, the foreign student-athletes’ attitudes, knowledge, and behavior are
used as indicators for their acculturation orientation, which is distinguished through the
use of Berry’s model (1974, 1980). Does each athlete fall into the category of separation,
marginalization, assimilation, or integration?
The majority of statements in reference to attitudes suggested a positive approach
towards cultural differences and personal adjustment. Some interviewees perceived even
their challenges as positive, and by the end of the school year they saw the experience as
rewarding and beneficial for their own personal development. Understanding that one’s
identity refers to the reflective self-image experienced by each individual, identity is
continuously negotiated and “never really achieved” during acculturation (Orbe & Harris,
2008, p. 83). The students’ comments revealed that they experienced this process on a
conscious level. Tom from Australia declared, “I don’t want to turn into that everyday
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American. I want to accept their culture as well as mine; bring both together, you gotta
accept a bit of both” (personal communication, September 10, 2012). This statement
suggests an orientation towards integration due to the combination of cultural
maintenance and adaptation (Kim, Lujan, & Dixon, 1998).
Kim (2008) pointed out, “the conflict is essentially between the push of the new
culture and the pull of the old” (p. 363). However, sometimes individuals are unwilling to
change, or even resistant to it, and a desire to retain old customs is in keeping with their
original identity (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2006). An orientation towards separation
from the host culture is often the consequence of maintaining a positive self-concept in an
attempt to minimize loss of self-esteem, particularly in the face of negative evaluations
by the host cultural group. However, such a perception appears to arrive through lack of
contact with the dominant group. Two athletes indicated this type of acculturation
orientation. Nastya said, for example, “I don’t want to become American, I should do it
of course, because I am living here, but I want to be Russian always, because it’s my
room, it’s my home, it’s my parents, it’s my life. I can become American, but I don’t
want” (personal communication, September 24, 2012). All other athletes showed an
orientation towards integration, which Berry (2005) referred to as individuals who retain
their own cultural values while accepting the basic values of the larger society.
Integration refers to a daily and active participation with the host society that the majority
of students realized through spending time with American teammates and roommates.
The students’ knowledge about cultural differences developed over the course of
their first year. Their comments at the beginning of the year revealed an open-mindedness
to, as well as the expectation of, cultural differences; later comments during the second
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round of interviews revealed the conscious willingness to make efforts toward
acculturation by spending time with American teammates and roommates, and even by
engaging in American sports. On this count, the expat literature suggests that traits like
taking the initiative (Jack & Stage, 2005) and having cultural empathy support a smooth
acculturation (Oudenhoven et al., 2001), and further suggest an orientation towards
integration (Berry, 2005).
While the majority of foreign student-athletes described a desire to tell Americans
about their home culture, they nonetheless did not feel compelled to cultivate it while
abroad. In fact, a couple of the interviewees discussed why engaging in U.S. culture was
important. Mariana from Brazil explained, “If I just think, oh Brazil is better, Brazil is the
best culture ever, I will never feel home here” (personal communication, April 6, 2013).
Conversely, Opper, Teichler, and Carlson (1990) reported that a lack of interaction with
host country students and too much interaction with peers from the same home culture
were among the ten most reported problems among international students from Western
countries studying abroad. On the other hand, a few athletes also mentioned that they
simply did not have any time to engage in U.S. culture because of school and sports. In
such cases, their engagement might happen on an unconscious level, and is more likely
with teammates than with classmates, because they spend most of their time with them.
The people who influenced them the most during their adjustment will be discussed in
Chapter 4.
Several findings suggest that my interviewees may have experienced acculturative
stress during their first year in the United States. One reason may have been the limited
contact with home because of the demands of their busy schedules. A second reason may
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pertain to coaching styles, which may also be potential stressors, as Hanton, Fletcher, and
Coughlan (2005) identified in their study of ten professional athletes participating in
international competitions. Third, Paige (1993) found that American ethnocentrism,
prejudice, and stereotyping, as experienced by my interviewees mainly from Central and
South America and South Africa, can lead to considerable stress in their transition. These
additional stressors are considered in Chapter 6.
While the students noticed differences in communication and socio-cultural
norms, they also realized the importance of recognizing them. Students indicated that
they liked these differences; James from England perceived them as a “sense of
community feeling” (personal communication, September 13, 2012). Others, however,
demonstrated a negative reaction, such as Amy from England who commented, “here,
everyone lies to your face” (personal communication, September 21, 2012). While
Safdar, Lay, and Struthers (2003) and Schinke et al. (2011) had similar results in their
findings dealing with student-athletes and business expats, they emphasized that these
differences may also cause stress. Several student-athletes, such as Lucas from Brazil,
described the characteristic of American individualism as a challenge to overcome. He
commented, “here, the people think different. They don’t matter what the others think
about them” (personal communication, March 24, 2013). This finding illustrates the
difference between individual and collective cultures as demonstrated by people from the
United States, the most “individualistic country,” and people from collectivistic cultures,
such as South American countries, in this case Brazil (Hofstede et al., 2010). The
consequence of these culture clashes indicate potential stress and a source for
misunderstandings and conflict.
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Finally, student-athletes observed several differences within the sports
environment. In addition to varying rules within their respective sports, they spoke about
the NCAA rules and differences in communication styles within the team. These results
suggest that acculturation also takes place at the team level. This finding confirms
Schinke et al.'s (2011) results that athletic adjustment is relevant to the foreign athlete’s
acculturation process, as well as Hanton’s, Fletcher’s and Coughlan’s (2005) finding that
competitive and organizational stressors are salient features of every athlete’s life, and
are not necessarily unique to the foreign student-athlete.
Although the student-athletes’ attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors suggested they
experienced acculturative stress to varying degrees, all except two (who returned home),
demonstrated an orientation towards integration. In the next section, I will discuss the
professional athletes before comparing the two groups.

Professional Athletes’ Attitudes, Knowledge, and Behaviors
To offer a complete picture of the foreign professional athletes’ acculturation
orientation, the athletes’ attitudes, knowledge, and behavior were assessed. The results
will be presented in the same way as they were for the student-athletes. The athletes’
attitudes will be addressed first. Second, their cultural knowledge will be considered. And
third, the cultivation of their home culture and engagement in American culture will be
described. After presenting the results, I will discuss them and whether or not they
support the two hypotheses.
This chapter addresses Hypotheses Three and Four of this study, which assess
whether experiencing changes in cultural knowledge and behavior on a conscious level
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facilitates the acculturation process. This chapter in particular addresses whether
engaging in the host culture by spending most of their time with teammates also
facilitates the acculturation process.
In total, the sample consisted of seventeen foreign athletes, six American
teammates, and two staff members. The athletes were eighteen to thirty-four years old,
and their continents of origin were Central and South America, Europe, and Africa (Table
4.2). Major findings indicate that the majority of them demonstrated a positive attitude
toward cultural differences and toward American culture in particular, and recognized the
importance of adapting to the culture. While their attitude was positive, their cultural
knowledge did not seem to develop over the course of the season. Several of the
professional athletes’ responses also indicated that their involvement with the host
society in their daily lives was limited in scope.

Professional Athletes’ Attitudes towards Cultural Differences
At the beginning of the season, I was looking for patterns in their attitudes
towards cultural differences, so I asked the athletes questions such as: “Do you expect
social situations to be frustrating sometimes?” “Are there aspects of American culture
that you are particularly looking forward to?” and, “Are there any aspects about
American culture that you are too enthusiastic about or that you think you may dislike?”
The players displayed similarities to the student-athletes when they revealed their
attitudes towards cultural differences. The statements the interviewees made at the
beginning of the season differed significantly, however, from those at the end, and are
presented separately.
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Professional Athletes' Attitudes towards Cultural Differences at the Beginning of the
Season
Analysis of the data shows that the majority of athletes in both clubs recognized
the importance of adapting; they indicated a positive attitude towards cultural differences,
and towards American culture in particular. The importance of adapting was illustrated
when Verol stated, “You have to adapt. Everywhere you go, it is a different culture.
Everything is different. Try to be as grown up as possible. You know, if you got to do a
job, you got to do a job” (personal communication, June 18, 2013). Other athletes
referred specifically to soccer. “The more I get used to the life here, the easier it becomes
to concentrate on soccer. As long as you adapt to the culture, it is easier for you”
(Roberto, personal communication, April 25, 2012).
In both clubs, all foreign athletes indicated a positive attitude towards cultural
differences. Cassiano from Brazil stressed that he would not do anything different if he
moved to a different culture. “Just be open-minded and willing to learn” (personal
communication, June 19, 2013). The majority of the athletes also addressed the aspect of
understanding cultural differences. “It is important to understand the languages and how
different cultures are” (Daniel, personal communication, June 18, 2013). Daniel’s
teammate Felipe from Brazil stated, “The most important thing is to understand, to
respect the rules of the country or the place where you are” (personal communication,
June 20, 2013). They also indicated a positive attitude towards American culture. Pablo
from Ecuador commented, “I am learning a lot of things about life, about people. I
believe there is a lot of respect and rules and I believe when I get back home I want to tell

191

them about the life here” (personal communication, April 24, 2013). Abel from France
particularly exemplified a positive approach toward living in the United States:
I want to live with the full understanding of the language and the culture of the
U.S. Since I have been very young, I am very attracted to the American culture
and I read and tried to study about the history of America and North America. I
probably know a little bit more than most Americans, because of how much I have
read about it. I like the culture, the way of lifestyle and the sports in America.
Everything I can absorb from the culture, I am looking forward to (personal
communication, May 29, 2013).
Other athletes emphasized the importance of becoming a part of American society and
adapt to “the American life” (Diego, personal communication, June 20, 2013).

Attitudes towards Cultural Differences at the End of the Season
At the end of the season, as at the beginning, all foreign athletes at both clubs
spoke about cultural differences in a positive way. The athletes repeated general
statements which indicated their attitudes towards cultural differences, and particularly
towards American culture. Some examples include the comment by Felipe from Brazil:
“I must come here to America, so I have to adapt to the American culture, not the other
way around. That’s my attitude” (personal communication, November 5, 2013). The
positive approach was not shared by the majority of foreign athletes, however. Jacob, one
of the American teammates, stated that he had been on teams with a number of foreign
athletes who had no interest in learning about American culture, neither did they
understand any need to acculturate (personal communication, November 5, 2013).
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Manuel, who had been on the team for several seasons, summarized the attitudes of
foreign players from South America whom he had met over the years:
The biggest challenge for guys coming from South America; we want to change
the people here. So they don’t want to adapt; they want them to adapt to us and
that is the biggest challenge for 80% of the guys that come over there. I always
talk to the young guys tell them, don’t try to change them, because you are in their
country…you have to adapt, you cannot change them. If you understand that,
everything is going easy. I try to talk, tell them about my experiences. (personal
communication, December 10, 2013)
Several foreign athletes who had been in the United States for several seasons, as well as
one of the staff members I interviewed, referred in general to the decisive influence of
attitude for incoming players. Juan, a club staff member, described two foreign athletes at
the beginning of their first season:
One of them has a really good attitude. Let’s say, he is here for two months; and
you see him, you talk to him, you feel like he is here for one or two years and the
other one, he has been here already for over one year. Sometimes you ask them
“do you need this? We have to do this,” and he doesn’t want to do that. And then,
with time he finds out that he has to do it. It is his attitude. I feel like he can be
more progressive, because of the time he spent here with us already, but
sometimes he doesn’t help. Everything in that process is just the attitude.
(personal communication, April 25, 2013)
More details about the theme of attitude were revealed by the athletes’ responses
at the end of the season. They discussed a willingness to learn, to be open-minded, and to
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take on challenges. Eduardo expressed the importance of being willing to learn. “Learn
about the culture was fun. I didn’t close up myself, I just wanted to learn” (personal
communication, December 10, 2013). The athletes also spoke about how much they had
learned about different cultures. Manuel from Argentina summarized what many other
athletes expressed:
It is important to be open minded, ‘cuz someone could do something to you that in
their culture is totally fine and in yours it’s like an insult; I am glad that I got to
see those two sides and I can relate to people and maybe if I see them doing
something like that and I can tell them, “Look, here in the U.S., it’s good to learn
those things” (personal communication, December 9, 2013).
Julian from Colombia emphasized his appreciation for challenges: “I have to try to
take advantage of the opportunities I have in life” (personal communication, December 9,
2013). Another athlete linked this challenge to his religious beliefs. “I thank God that He
puts me on this path” (Roberto, personal communication, December 9, 2013). The
majority of statements by the interviewees reflected that they were developing
intercultural competence in varying degrees. “It is an indicator: the more a person has
acculturated, usually the higher the intercultural competence. The requisite attitude for
developing it includes respect, openness, and curiosity and discovery tolerating ambiguity
and uncertainty” (Deardorff, 2009, p. 36).
Main findings included a demonstration of a positive attitude toward cultural
differences in general, and toward American culture in particular, by the majority of
athletes who recognized the importance of adapting. In the next section, I will provide the
results of acculturative learning, cultural knowledge, and behavior for these professional
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foreign athletes (Rudmin, 2009). I will begin with the cultural knowledge the athletes had
acquired during their first season in the United States, the second indicator for their
acculturation orientation.

Knowledge and Comprehension of Cultural Differences at the Beginning and End of
the Season
To look for patterns in the respondents’ cultural knowledge and comprehension of
cultural differences between the beginning and end of their first season, I asked them
questions like, “Is daily life different in the United States from that in your home
country?” “How is the application of team rules different here?” and, “What did you
learn from living here in your first year?” At both clubs all the foreign athletes noticed
cultural differences between their home culture and U.S. culture, except one. Pablo from
Ecuador made comments such as, “everybody is the same. There is not really much
difference; wherever I have been, we do the same thing.” The differences mentioned by
the rest of the athletes were the same at the end of the season as they were at the
beginning. Therefore, these themes are addressed concurrently. No further differences
between the two clubs could be identified.
The differences which were mentioned referred to their way of life, and
particularly to their neighborhoods. Dante commented, “it is a different lifestyle to what
you are used to” (personal communication, April 23, 2013). Most athletes from Central
and South America referred to this aspect with the comment that “life takes place more
outside at home” (Julian, personal communication, December 9, 2013). Furthermore, the
majority of athletes noticed that “here, when you want to visit somebody, you have to call
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them. Back home, I am just gonna get up to come to your house and we just walk down
to another place. That is a different thing here. So those I miss. Before I gotta come to
your place, I will call you. Back home, we don’t have that” (Bakary, personal
communication, April 25, 2013). Sergio explained it this way:
A big difference is that in Argentina the community is really tight. If you have a
house, the neighbors would talk to you and everybody knows everybody in the
neighborhood. In comparison to the U.S., when I go home, I don’t talk to the
neighbors. They are not as tight as in South American countries. There, you can
talk to anybody in the streets and they know you. Here it is more like you may be
a famous soccer player, but they don’t know you. (personal communication, June
19, 2013)
Jang and Kim (2010) stated that social norms play a more important role in the
acculturation process of individuals from collectivistic cultures than they do for those
from individualistic cultures. In accordance with this study, athletes from Central and
South America, who particularly observed these differences in social norms, may
potentially experience this aspect as a stressor.
One of the anticipated major themes relating to the soccer environment was the
differences in soccer styles. Athletes observed differences in tactics and technique.
Foreign athletes mainly from Central and South America observed, “The soccer style is
faster here” (Roberto, personal communication, April 25, 2013). This finding is
consistent with Schinke et al.'s (2011) observation that foreign athletes have to learn a
new playing system or style. This result supports the idea that athletic adjustment is also
related to acculturation.
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Another anticipated major theme regarding the soccer environment pertained to
club rules, regulations, and their application. A comparison of the difference is reflected
in Rafael’s statement. “Here you have to follow the rules; at home you don’t follow the
rules.” (personal communication, April 24, 2013). Or as Verol from Jamaica commented:
Here, so, you gotta be in time, you have to wear the right dress code, no cell
phones in the locker room. Here it is like going to work. As soon as you go into
the locker room it is like being in an office. You don’t want to be on the phone,
interrupting somebody beside you. At home, guys go to practice late, talk on the
cell phones, but here, if you do that, you get fined. Back home, it is more like
whatever, even sometimes when you wake up and you don’t wanna go to practice,
you just stay home. But here you can’t do that. If you are tired, you go to the
coach. He knows what to do. Either he gives you a day off or give you some time
to recover. You cannot just stay home. Back home you don’t have to tell the coach
anything, you just come back to practice tomorrow. (personal communication,
June 18, 2013)
Another aspect in regard to the soccer environment was punctuality. Dante from
Uruguay stated, “If you have to be here at 10, it is 10. So, you know in our countries, if
you gotta be there at 10, its 10:05, 10:10. I think there are rules that are looked upon; they
have to be on time. Other countries are little bit more laid back” (personal
communication, April 23, 2013). Having to learn new behavioral rules when entering a
new organization or club underscores earlier writings. For example, Schein (2010) stated
that every group or organization has a type of culture with certain behavioral rules and
norms attached to it. These shared assumptions must be learned by anyone entering the
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new organization; in other words, the individual has to acculturate to the new
organization.
In summary, even though the foreign athletes discussed a variety of aspects, the
most significant ones related to their new lifestyle and soccer environment, and
consequently, their acculturation to the differences. Some other themes also emerged
from the data analysis, but were not as prevalent. One of these pertained to television and
the realization that what they have seen on TV is not necessarily reflected in what they
have seen since they have been in the United States. “When you see videos, all those nice
buildings, nice cities. It’s not everywhere in America like that. You live downtown it’s
like oh, that’s what I have seen on TV, once they get outside of downtown it’s kinda
different” (Bakary, personal communication, April 25, 2013). The athletes also
mentioned different social rules in the United States. As one foreign athlete commented,
“if you are in my country, somebody is black, you can call him black. It is not a big deal.
But here, if you call somebody black, it’s different. Like that, there are a couple more
examples you have to know” (Manuel, personal communication, April 23, 2013).
Many researchers have recognized the significance of life changes in the
acculturation process because they often generate stress and may require multiple coping
strategies. However, in accordance with Ward, Bochner, and Furnham (2006) this finding
suggests that the athletes’ cultural learning on this level is minimal, and typical of tourists
who are only visiting temporarily.
Another less prevalent theme that emerged referred to differences in small talk
and making jokes. Manuel from Argentina remarked:
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If somebody makes a joke in the locker room about something that happened on
TV the day before, here it doesn’t work, because I don’t watch American TV.
Somebody makes a joke, four guys laugh and one doesn’t understand… it’s a
different humor, too. (personal communication, April 23, 2013)
However, several athletes agreed that joking around helped bonding within the team
(Chapter 4). While Davis (1993) suggested that because humor is used differently in
different cultures, it may cause misunderstandings between people of different cultural
backgrounds, humor may nonetheless be a positive factor in the acculturation process, as
Cheung and Yue's (2012) study indicates. The scholars examined how humor contributed
to adjustment and resilience. They reported that making jokes helped to weave
interpersonal relationships; making others laugh was most vital to buffering stress during
acculturation and tended to reduce a depressed mood.
Like the student-athletes, the professional athletes discussed cultural learning
during both rounds of interviews. The majority of them displayed a similarity to the
student-athletes in their discussion of learning about the new culture and indicated that
they had modified their behavior to act in culturally appropriate ways. All of them stated
the importance of observation when they arrived. Bakary from The Gambia commented,
“When I came, I didn’t just jump into everything, I started looking to see how you mingle
with different kinds of coaches, and training is different; keep doing what you are doing.
At the same time, respect everyone. I think, it’s gonna help you” (personal
communication, April 25, 2013). This finding supports Deardorff’s (2009) research. The
scholar stated that a key in the cultural learning process is observing, listening, and
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asking those from different backgrounds to teach, share, and enter into dialogue, with the
ultimate goal of building relationships.
After a discussion of the athletes’ attitudes, knowledge, and comprehension of
cultural differences, the cultivation of their home culture in conjunction with their
engagement in American culture will be presented to complete the description of the
professional athletes’ acculturation orientation.

Behavior Towards Cultural Differences
Behaviors towards cultural differences refer to how the athletes cultivated their
home culture while engaging in American culture (Tsai-Chae & Nagata, 2008). Each
aspect of behavior will be considered separately in the study of professional athletes.

Cultivation of home culture. To determine patterns in the athletes’ cultivation of their
home culture, I asked them at the beginning of the season questions like “Do you plan to
cultivate your home culture?” “How important to you is maintaining your home culture?”
and at the end of the season, “How did you cultivate your home culture? How did that
help you? Or did it make you more homesick?” “How have you spent your free time?”
The athletes’ responses centered around the same themes during both rounds of
interviews.
Thirteen athletes stressed the importance of cultivating their home culture because
doing so helped them get used to the new culture little by little. Dante from Uruguay
explained that “If you have been ripped totally out of what you have been used to, that’s
when you start hating it, that’s when you really focus more on the negative things and on
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what you miss than what you actually have” (personal communication, April 23, 2013).
The different ways they practiced their home cultures included eating food from home
and watching home television programming on a regular basis. The foreign athletes did
try to keep certain cultural traditions, and they engaged in groups in their communities
which shared the same or similar cultural backgrounds. Cassiano from Brazil said, “that
was one of the first things that I did. It was talking to people that I knew that were
Brazilian that understood and shared my home culture and that I felt I cultivate my home
culture with” (personal communication, June 19, 2013). Luke, one of the staff members,
explained:
I don’t necessarily think athletes from Latin American countries have a bigger
challenge here, ‘cuz there is such a huge Latin American community here. I don’t
think you couldn’t go anywhere and not have a menu in both languages or a
waitress or somebody that would speak Spanish, that could help, so I don’t think
players from Latin American countries have as hard of a time adapting unless it’s
their first time or the club doesn’t put forth any effort to help that individual.
(personal communication, December 10, 2013)
Andres described another way to keep a home cultural tradition when he talked about his
haircut. “For me personally, one thing is my hairstyle; ‘cuz everybody at home has this
type of style. That’s the way I keep myself” (personal communication, April 23, 2013).
Julian from Colombia stated, “In my country, we always try to show happiness –
anywhere we go. That’s what I like to do – always” (personal communication, April 24,
2013).
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These results seem to support several studies. Food, television, and cultural
traditions vary whenever one enters a different culture. Food varies by type, the times of
day established for meals, and how it is consumed, which are reported life changes
(Spradley & Philips, 1972). Safdar, Lay, and Struthers (2003) reported that immigrants
need to maintain the culture of their heritage while participating in the new culture in
order to maintain psychological stability as they experience acculturative stress. These
findings suggest that the athletes used positive coping mechanisms in order to overcome
acculturative stress. Blodgett et al. (2014) stated that maintaining in-group behavior is
often practiced through involvement with members of the same cultural group; therefore,
limited opportunities to interact with the home culture (“cultural isolation”) can cause
stress.
As anticipated, another major theme that the data analysis revealed referred to the
athletes’ nuclear family and friends. Those athletes who came by themselves explained
that they stayed in touch with home every day via the Internet and phone. Bakary said,
“Every single day I communicate with home so that I know what’s going on” (personal
communication, December 9, 2013). Other athletes mentioned how frequently they
practiced their home values within their nuclear family. Diego summarized, “My family
keeps my culture here. My family is my wife and kids” (personal communication, June
20, 2013).
This finding is consistent with previous research stating that family may play an
important role in an individual’s acculturation process. Richardson et al. (2012) reported
that parents provided emotional support for young athletes, while Pummell, Harwood,
and Lavallee (2008) referred to the social support from significant others. In addition to
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the athlete’s sports environment, Campbell et al. (2009) found that players who relocated
with family had a buffer from stressful experiences and thus experienced a better
adjustment as well as a tendency to settle down.
In summary, while the majority of athletes benefitted from maintaining their home
culture through the practice of cultural traditions, watching television programming from
home, or eating ethnic food, their nuclear families and friends from home seemed to play
a crucial role in their successful adaptation to American culture, as stated in Chapter 5.
Since how the athletes related to both the host society and to the culture of origin were
used as indicators of the athletes’ acculturation orientation, I will further discuss how
they engaged in American culture in the next section.

Engagement with American Culture
To find patterns in how the professional athletes engaged with American
culture, I asked them, at both the beginning and end of their season, questions such
as, “How did you engage in the U.S. American culture? How have you spent your
free time?” At both clubs, all the foreign athletes emphasized the same themes at the
end of the season as at the beginning, and indicated the importance of integration
into American culture and society. Roberto even linked the success of his integration
to his performance on the field. “The more I get used to the life, the easier it
becomes for you to concentrate on soccer. As long as you adapt to the lifestyle form
here and the culture, it is easier for you” (personal communication, April 25, 2013).
When the athletes discussed their efforts in this regard, they specifically mentioned
building friendships with Americans.
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Athletes at both clubs also spoke about spending time with teammates, as was
discussed in Chapter 4. Athletes with The Wolves commented that they would meet only
occasionally. Felipe remarked, “My friends are just from the team. But for Brazilians,
they are not really friends. I don’t have too much contact over here” (personal
communication, November 5, 2013). In contrast, athletes with The Lions enjoyed
spending time with their teammates. Dante explained, “Friday before the game I had
seven players at my house; we ate dinner, we played FIFA, we tend to do that a lot. It’s
not only the young guys. This team does it from the youngest guys to the oldest guys, to
the guys that have family, to the guy who doesn’t, they tend to get together a lot”
(personal communication, April 23, 2013). Some athletes referred particularly to their
teammates from similar cultural backgrounds.
All foreign athletes accompanied by family discussed the amount of time they
spent with them. Diego from Peru stated, “I definitely spend time with my family, take
them out to the mall, take them out for visits or to the movies. That is really important for
me to maintain that relationship” (personal communication, June 20, 2013). A few
athletes also mentioned that they liked to travel with their families. “We just want to
jump in the car and drive around and get to know everything. The country is so big and
we want to get to know everything” (Abel, personal communication, May 29, 2013).
Others stated that when practice was over, they would go back to their apartment and
relax, take a nap, or watch television. Verol with The Wolves said:
You don’t have a lot of things to do here. You practice, go and get
something to eat, see some of your friends, you go home and play video
games, you are tired and sleep. Back in Jamaica, you practice, there is a
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lot of stuff you can do. You go to the beaches and meet up with friends.
In Jamaica there is like a free spirit country, people are hanging out on
the streets, a lot of places you can go to. So, that is totally different.
Here, you just go to work. (personal communication, June 18, 2013)
As stated before, while differences in social norms may be a potential stressor for athletes
such as Verol, who came from a collectivistic culture, players who relocated with their
families may experience a smoother adjustment (Campbell et al., 2009). For athletes
coming from a collectivistic culture, the significance of family may be magnified, as this
finding suggests.
While the majority of athletes demonstrated a positive attitude towards cultural
differences, their cultural knowledge nonetheless did not seem to develop over the course
of the season. Several responses indicated that in fact the athletes’ daily involvement with
the host society seemed rather limited.

Discussion
The professional athletes' responses revealed that engaging with the host culture
was important. They indicated not only an open-minded attitude about learning, but also
explicitly expressed an interest in engaging in American culture. However, a positive
attitude toward participating in the host culture is the result of contact with the host
cultural group in conjunction with a decision to maintain one’s culture of origin (Berry,
2009). The athletes confirmed that they kept certain cultural traditions, watched
television shows from home, or were regularly in touch with a community from their
home culture. This finding is consistent with the study of the foreign student- athletes, as
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well as with a previous study by Safdar, Lay, and Struthers (2003), who found that ethnic
minority groups tend to maintain in-group behavior through involvement with members
of their own cultural group and through keeping cultural traditions.
The interviewees with The Wolves mentioned that they occasionally met up with
their American peers, but did not necessarily call them friends. Several respondents with
The Lions indicated that they actually spent a lot of time with their teammates. Their
responses indicated an orientation towards integration, and included maintaining their
cultural heritage while seeking to participate in the host culture. The finding that athletes
who did not spend time with teammates indicated an orientation towards separation,
while those who did were oriented towards integration, confirmed the hypothesis that the
athletes’ engagement in the host culture, exercised by spending time with teammates both
inside and outside of the sports environment, would facilitate an orientation towards
integration.
When discussing their engagement in U.S. culture, many interviewees made rather
general comments, such as Felipe from Brazil. “I know, I need to get integrated with the
culture in the U.S. and I am trying to make an effort for that. That is important for me”
(personal communication, June 20, 2013), While their remarks suggested a desire for an
acculturation orientation towards integration, their statements regarding how they spent
their free time suggested a conflict between a desire to integrate and what they truly
wanted or what they were able to do.
Differences between attitudes and self-reported behaviors among some of the
respondents seemed to verify the research of Navas et al. (2007), which demonstrates a
difference between the ideal and the real situation. Since behaviors are now viewed as the
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central carriers of acculturation (Tsai-Chae & Nagata, 2008), the degree of integration,
which refers to the combination of cultural maintenance and adaptation (Kim, Lujan, &
Dixon, 1998), seems to vary among the athletes. However, none of the interviewees
indicated an extreme case towards either total cultural engagement or isolation. Both
directions may be harmful to the acculturation process, as Paige (1993) pointed out. He
found that extensive immersion in the host culture could lead to a high level of culture
fatigue, as can limited opportunities or engagement with the host culture while interacting
with the home culture (“cultural isolation”).
The social knowledge the foreign athletes gained in order to survive and thrive in
the new society seems to support an orientation towards integration – in some cases more
than others. The athletes demonstrated an interest in learning about American culture, if
only at the level of holidays, food, celebrations, lifestyle differences, or taboos. The
cultural learning on this level was minimal, superficial, and typical of most tourists and
short-term sojourners (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2006). Because culturally sensitive
knowledge is influenced reciprocally by an individual’s attitude, such knowledge can
lead to an open-minded attitude, which in turn should support a smooth acculturation
(Ting-Toomey, 2009). These findings may tentatively suggest that some of the foreign
athletes' open-minded attitudes may have been rather superficial. The fact that their
responses did not show any differences in their knowledge between the beginning and the
end of the season further supports this assessment.
I expected to find that experiencing changes in cultural knowledge and behavior
on a conscious level would facilitate an orientation towards integration. Most of the
athletes’ responses did not suggest that they experienced these changes consciously, nor
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did they seem to be very engaged in American culture. While the athletes did not seem to
indicate any specific orientation toward assimilation when expressing their concern for
maintaining their ethnic identity and characteristics, they did seem to distinguish
themselves from an orientation toward marginalization by placing importance on being
accepted by the larger society. Nonetheless, in actuality they appeared to emphasize the
maintenance of their heritage culture without adapting to the new culture. Manuel’s
statement seems to support what other interviewees did not express directly, “The biggest
challenge for guys coming from South America is that they don’t want to adapt, and
instead want the Americans to adapt to them” (personal communication, April 23, 2013).
He further stated that this is the biggest challenge for 80% of the foreign athletes coming
over here.
Berry’s (1974, 1980) concept of separation offers support for explaining this
behavior and refers to a lack of contact with the dominant group. Such separation is used
mainly to maintain a positive self-concept, as a loss of self-esteem may result from
comparisons with the dominant group. As Leong (2014) stated, “it [this attitude] reflects
a strong desire to maintain an individual’s heritage of origin but little or no intention to
embrace the cultural practices of the host country. People turn their back on involvement
with other cultural groups and turn inwards towards their heritage culture” (p. 120).
An orientation towards separation may accentuate acculturation stress. While
individuals who pursue an orientation towards integration usually experience the lowest
level of stress, those who seek separation from the host culture are usually highly stressed
(Ward, Bochner, & Furnham 2006). A consideration of the consequences of an
orientation towards separation on the sports team brings up another potential stressor;
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those athletes who prefer their own cultural group may look with contempt at outsiders,
and their behavior furthermore may have a negative impact on the team’s dynamics
(Forsyth, 2010). As a result of the inherent tension and conflicts, the team may suffer a
lower level of cohesion and ultimately experience little success.
In summary, the statements of the interviewees indicated that six of them aspired
towards integration, whereas eight of them leaned towards separation. Since the amount
of playing time is usually indicative of an athlete’s performance success, a decreased
amount of playing time would suggest performance at a lower level. The link between
poor performance and negative acculturation might be determined by considering the
amount of playing time as a factor. In my study, a comparison of the athletes which
considers their acculturation orientation in conjunction with their playing time appears to
suggest that acculturation is negatively related to the athletes’ personal performance (see
Table below). As Chapter 4 illustrated, the foreign athletes’ personal performance
influenced their acculturation.
This study found that team cohesion facilitated the acculturation process of the
foreign athletes. Team cohesion also influences a team’s performance (Carron,
Hausenblas, & Eys 2005; Stura, 2014). The Lions experienced stronger team cohesion in
general with more foreign athletes successfully integrated into the team. The fact that
their 2013 season was so successful may indicate that the foreign athletes’ acculturation
orientation towards integration indirectly influenced their team’s performance. In
addition, acculturation difficulties off the field may cause increased stress, and result in a
negative impact on performance on the field. Because personal performance influenced
the foreign athletes’ acculturation process, as shown in Chapter 5, the relationship
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between acculturation and individual performance may go both ways. A bigger sample
size would have permitted a quantitative analysis of the relationship between the athletes’
acculturation orientation and their personal performance, and the overall performance of
the team.
Table 5.1. Acculturation Orientation and Playing Time
Lions***

Acculturation Orientation

Playing time (adjust.) **

Dante
Bakary
Andres
Rafael
Roberto
Julian
Eduardo
Pablo
Manuel

3
3
3
3
3
1
3
1
3

0 (injured)
>800
>1000
>1000
>1000
>1000
>1600
>1600
>2600

Wolves**** Acculturation Orientation

Playing time (adjust.) **

1
>200
Ricardo*
1
>200
Abel
1
>400
Daniel
1
>1200
Sergio*
1
>1200
Verol*
2
>2200
Felipe
2
>2200
Cassiano*
1
>2200
Diego*
i = orientation towards integration; s = orientation towards separation

s>i
s<i
i

Acculturation orientation
rather separation than integration
rather integration than separation
integration

*

Points
1
2
3

Athletes could not be included in second round of interviews. Acculturation
orientation is based on peers' comments.
**
Ranges are used to protect the identity of the athletes.
***
Team made the playoffs.
**** Team did not make the playoffs.

210

Hofstede et al.’s (2010) lens on individualism/collectivism helps us to further
understand the foreign athletes’ acculturation process. All foreign athletes, and especially
those from Central and South America, come from countries that are more collectivistic
than the United States. As Table 4.2 shows, their individualism index ranges between 8
and 46 while the United States score is 91. According to Zhang, Mandl, and Wang
(2010), people from collectivistic cultures belong to tight in-groups that protect the
interests of their members, are assumed to have a strong interest in maintaining the
groups’ well-being, and are morally committed to the organization. Surprisingly, several
athletes nonetheless indicated that they were not actively engaged with their teammates,
nor did they wish to be more engaged. (For an examination of the significance of the
team's role in the acculturation process, please see Chapter 4.)
Finally, the data analysis revealed that athletic adjustment is necessary since these
athletes have to learn a new playing system, or style. As Diego mentioned, “Tactics are a
little different. You gotta adapt to it as fast as you can” (personal communication, June
20, 2013). Responses also indicated that in addition to new behavioral rules, the players
had to adjust to a new organizational culture. These results further support the findings
among the foreign student-athletes and provide support for the hypothesis that
consciously experiencing changes in the new athletic environment, e.g., a new playing
system or style, facilitates the acculturation process.
These findings also suggest that acculturation also takes place at the team level.
Consequently, these findings converge with the findings of Schinke et al. (2011) and with
Hanton, Fletcher, and Coughlan (2005) that competitive and organizational stressors are
salient features of every athlete’s life, and hence influence the athlete in his acculturation.
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Conclusion
With regard to the impact of attitude, cultural knowledge, and behavior as
predictors of acculturation (Berry, 2005), the dissimilarities within these three dimensions
were revealed by both samples. More specifically, while the professional athletes
demonstrated a positive attitude, their cultural knowledge did not seem to develop over
the course of the season. Several professional athletes indicated that their daily
involvement with the host society seemed rather limited. Based on these three
dimensions, some athletes, especially with The Lions, seemed to have an orientation
towards integration, while others, especially with The Wolves, seemed to have an
orientation towards separation.
In contrast, several student-athletes indicated that they were consciously aware of
their personal adjustment and noticed cultural differences on a deeper level. For example,
they noted differences in communication and socio-cultural norms, the importance of
recognizing them, and the significance of integration. The students deepened their
knowledge and seemed to make efforts, on a conscious level, to integrate themselves.
However, these differences between the student and professional athletes may
occur for several reasons, one of which pertains to their level of English. While the
professional athletes demonstrated a broad spectrum in their English proficiency levels,
the student-athletes had to pass the TOEFL tests; their proficiency was exhibited by the
fact they did not need translators (see also Chapter 4). Hence, the differences in their
communication may have been based simply on the fact that their English was better than
that of the professional athletes.
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An additional variance between both groups of athletes refers to a major
difference in their daily lives. While both groups were exposed to the American culture
on the team level, the students were additionally involved in the host culture in other
ways. Whereas professional athletes concentrated on physical rest, relaxation, and
spending time with their families, the students participated in the American higher
education classroom, and shared in group-work activities with their peers. Furthermore,
they lived on campus in dorms or in shared rooms or apartments. They lived with
Americans or peers who came from other cultural backgrounds. They also had a meal
plan in the school cafeteria, where they were further exposed to American culture. Such
additional first-hand contact with host culture individuals may have further developed
their cultural knowledge, and further produced more changes in attitudes and behaviors.
The student-athletes enjoyed a measure of security with the protection of their
scholarship through the NCAA, whereas professional athletes endured the pressure of
short-term contracts and little job security. Student-athletes were guaranteed a spot on the
team for a year (i.e., grant-in-aid), and the coaches could choose to increase, decrease, or
eliminate it annually based on their athletic and academic performance, as well as their
adherence to team rules (Laura, email communication, April 23, 2013). The professional
athletes, on the other hand, signed a one- or two-year contract and, due to the trade rules
for international player slots, still might have had to move to a different city and club on
any given day until September 13 (http://MLS.com). Furthermore, these “semiguaranteed contracts” came with the disclaimer that MLS could cancel their contracts any
day until July 1. Only after that date were the contracts guaranteed until the end of the
season (Jack, personal communication, December 18, 2013).
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Finally, the data analysis of both samples revealed that athletic adjustment
is part of the acculturation process since in addition to learning new playing systems or
styles, students and professional athletes must adjust to a different coaching style, a new
organizational culture, and new behavioral rules, whether they are regulated by MLS, a
sports club, or NCAA rules.
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CHAPTER 6
MAIN CHALLENGES OF THE FOREIGN ATHLETES
Introduction
While undergoing the process of acculturation, individuals experience stress
which includes feelings of distress, helplessness, irritability, and symptoms of anxiety
(Church, 1982). The stress is rooted in an resistance to change, as well as in a desire to
retain old customs in keeping with the original identity (Kim, 2008). In fact, stressful
experiences play a central role in the acculturation process (Kim 1988, 2001, 2008) and
may become a risk factor for serious adjustment difficulties and depression (Constantine,
Okazaki, & Utsey, 2004). For foreign elite athletes, acculturation stress may have a
negative impact upon their sports efficacy and achievement (Trninić et al., 2011). Thus,
identifying actual or potential challenges and their impact on foreign athletes is of utmost
importance for exploring the acculturation process. Understanding their stressors is
crucial in order to better assist in their transition to a new team and a new cultural
environment.
Ward et al. (2006) proposed that immigrants suffer the biggest problems and
experience the most stress in the beginning of their stay in the host culture. Often, the
number of life changes is at its highest, and coping strategies are low. Similarly, Ward
and Kennedy (1996) reported that the overall level of depression was greatest after the
first month, and then after the first year, of living abroad. To document the variation in
stressors over time, the student-athletes and professional athletes were asked about their
stressors during both rounds of interviews – at the beginning and end of their year or
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season - to align most closely with Ward and Kennedy’s findings regarding the timing of
serious stressors.
Looking for patterns in the players’ actual and potential stressors, I asked all the
athletes questions such as: “What do you expect to be your greatest challenges in the
United States?" "What kinds of uncertainties and insecurities do you expect?" and in the
follow up interview, "What were your greatest challenges in the United States?” Athletes
spoke about their main challenges when they were asked questions like “How easy is it
for you to initiate interactions inside and outside of the sports environment?” Or, “How
easy do you find having extended conversations and building relationships inside the
sports environment?” As in previous chapters, I applied thematic analysis and pattern
matching to analyze the results from these questions.
Since the contexts and preconditions of student-athletes and professional athletes
are very diverse, each group revealed important information about their respective
potential and actual acculturation stressors. Each group was analyzed separately and is
presented separately here. Comparative conclusions are drawn at the close of the chapter.
Major findings among student-athletes included language difficulties regarding
their course work, their busy schedules, and high athletic demands. The challenge of
being away from home increased significantly once their schedule became less busy, or if
they suffered from injuries. However, most of them did not perceive their challenges as
major. In contrast, the professional athletes faced severe language difficulties with
meeting even the most basic needs. The majority of them discussed language difficulties
on the field and the resulting negative consequences on both individual performance and
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teamwork. Other stressors included financial struggles in their daily lives, and the lack of
transportation.
As in previous chapters, I will begin with the student-athletes and discuss their
challenges during their first academic year, and then address challenges of the
professional athletes during their first season. Within both sections (student-athletes and
professional athletes) the athletes’ stressors are considered in accordance to the different
contexts in which they occur.
The acculturation of foreign athletes occurs within the context of the host culture,
the team, and home relations. Stress on each level may have a strong impact as to how
immigrants experience their acculturation process (Bowskill et al., 2007; Liu, 2007).
Challenges on the host culture level are considered first, then challenges on the team
level, and finally challenges related to being away from home. In the conclusion, the
stressors for the two groups of athletes are compared and contrasted. As in previous
chapters, the themes that emerged from the analysis are illustrated using exemplary
quotations from the athletes themselves as representative of the patterns found in the data.

Student-Athletes’ Challenges
As explained in previous chapters, I interviewed eighteen foreign student athletes,
all of whom were eighteen to twenty-one years old, during the first round of interviews at
the beginning of their first academic year in the United States (Table 4.1). Since three of
them returned home after their first semester, and two others declined the follow-up exit
interview, I interviewed thirteen student-athletes at the end of their first year in college.
All of them left their home countries, which included Australia, Brazil, Colombia,
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England, Germany, Italy, Lithuania, Portugal, Russia, Spain, and South Africa, for the
first time in their lives to live abroad.
All of the student-athletes talked about three main themes related to acculturative
stress: adjustment challenges at the team level, other challenges at the level of the host
culture, and still different challenges related to being away from home. At the team level,
the high athletic demands seemed to be a main challenge and consequently a major
potential stressor for the student athletes. On the level of the host culture, major findings
included language difficulties, especially in regard to their course work, and adjusting to
their busy schedules, which frequently meant alternating between attempts at being
successful academically and being successful playing on the team. With regard to being
away from home, the findings suggested that foreign athletes suffering from injuries may
need additional support, as their homesickness seems to increase significantly during
these instances of downtime. Other athletes realized the challenge of being away from
home once their schedules became less busy.
The discussion of the challenges of the student-athletes is structured as follows.
The adjustment challenges at the team level are discussed first, followed by a discussion
of those at the level of the host culture, with a final explanation for the challenges related
to being away from home. In addition, each theme that emerged from the students’
responses at the beginning of their first academic year is explained, followed by an
explanation of those at the end of their first academic year.
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Challenges Related to the New Life in the Host Culture at the Beginning of the First
School Year
Ten foreign student-athletes talked about challenges related to their busy schedule.
For example, Manuel from Colombia stated, “I am totally busy here, run from classes to
practice, work hard, do homework” (personal communication, September 6, 2012). Some
of them particularly emphasized their schedule as a stressor. For example, Mariana said:
I feel really stressed with all these things, sometimes I can’t remember things that
I have to do... sometimes I don’t have time to sleep, but I have to rest… sleep is
really important when you are tired. So I have to travel in two hours, I have to
make my bag, I have to study, I have to finish my math homework, so I have a lot
of things to do… always! I don’t have free time. (personal communication,
September 26, 2012)
A few athletes mentioned an imposition when their roommates, who were not on the
same busy schedule, would sometimes have people over when they needed to study.
Overall, though, the majority of them believed that their schedule had a positive effect.
They furthermore indicated that because they were so busy, they did not really have time
to feel homesick. “I am so busy with soccer and traveling you don’t really get a chance to
miss home” (Amy, personal communication, September 21, 2012).
Another related theme that emerged from the data analysis referred to difficulties
juggling success in their classes with success on their teams. They also mentioned the
challenge of finding enough time to study. For example, Lucas from Brazil said, “I take
some classes that are really hard and it’s hard to find enough time to study. I can’t study
hard enough. I feel like I need more time to study for tests” (personal communication,
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August 28, 2012). Felix’s comment referred to the difficulty when there was something
else at the top of his schedule:
Here, it’s all managed. I also have a plan, a schedule what I have to do the next
day. That’s good, but sometimes it’s too much, especially when there is
organizing stuff in addition to that, like where I will live next year, people don’t
help you with everything and I am not perfect in the language. So that’s difficult.
(personal communication, August 28, 2012)
These findings support Schinke et al.'s (2011) observations that the main problems faced
by foreign student-athletes at the beginning of their stay in the United States had to do
with learning to manage everything simultaneously, learning to be independent, and
learning how to stay on schedule.
Nine non-native speakers referred to challenges related to the English language.
Some of them discussed their difficulties with the different accents, the pace at which
people speak, or colloquialisms they did not understand. For example, Kristina from
Lithuania remarked, “if I communicate with European people I understand everything,
but with American people is harder because of the accent. Their accent is different. The
South [southern United States] is a different language” (personal communication,
September 17, 2012). However, a small number of athletes also mentioned how
supportive people were when they heard them speak English with a Portuguese accent.
“People here, they try to understand, they help you and everyone likes to hear a different
accent” (Lucas, personal communication, August 28, 2012).
The majority of student-athletes also indicated how they cope with these language
difficulties, and mentioned their learning progress. For example, Kevin from Germany
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explained, “if you look at non-verbals, you get already an idea what they mean,”
(personal communication, August 28, 2012). Sergio from Spain added, “I am getting used
to them [language differences] quite fast, faster than I thought I would” (personal
communication, September 14, 2012).
Two of the students, from South Africa and Brazil, mentioned that their lack of
fluency in English affected not only their conversations, but also their attempts to build
relationships. However, Kevin and Felix, both from Germany, stated the opposite. ”For
me it was easier than for others. Because I am from Germany, they will even further try
to integrate me” (personal communication, August 28, 2012).
The different behaviors of Americans towards foreigners may be explained by
Horwitz’s (2005) finding that perceived similarities with regard to racial and/or ethnic
group memberships, cultural norms, assumptions, and behaviors may lead to an
attraction, curiosity, and the willingness to get to know somebody and eventually become
friends, while perceived differences may tend to negative associations.
Overall, this finding confirms Smith and Khawaja's (2011) results that the
language barrier seems to be one of the most significant, prevalent problems for most
international students – both athletes and non-athletes. Furthermore, most of the
interviewees stated that their lack of fluency in English did affect their ability to build
relationships. Mori (2000) reported that language barriers could impede the attempts of
international students to make friends and interact with locals.
An additional theme, addressed only by students from Latin American countries,
referred to dissimilarities in communication style. They mentioned specifically the show
of emotion during conversations and the usage of personal space. “In Brazil, they hug
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each other; they are more touching, so sometimes I miss it. I want to hug somebody, but
nobody hugs me; that’s a problem that I have been noting since I have been here”
(Mariana, personal communication, September 26, 2012). According to Berry (2005),
behavioral shifts in communication cues or proxemics may be harder to adapt to and may
therefore cause tacit stress during adjustment.
Less prevalent were comments referring to differences in food and cultural habits
with regard to eating. Several student-athletes said that they miss food from home. “Diets
and stuff; it’s quite different here. You have to eat what they basically give you to eat.
That is something I need to get used to” (Sarah, personal communication, August 28,
2012). Other athletes also stated that they miss having their meals with their families.
Differences in food culture are typical life changes that may cause the acculturating
individuals additional stress (Spradley & Philips, 1972).

Challenges related to the New Life in the Host Culture at the End of the First
Academic Year
As at the beginning of the year, ten respondents discussed challenges related to
their busy schedules. Most of them described a schedule similar to Kristina’s:
I have practice every day. I start practice at 6 in the morning and then I go to class
and then I have tutors and then I have practice until 6 and then I have again
classes and again go to tutors until 10 and then I go library till 12 and then I go
home. We have competitions every weekend. (personal communication, April 1,
2012)
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In this round of interviews, students who did not struggle with English also emphasized
time management as their main struggle. For example, Thomas from England stated:
The good thing is that we get a class to teach how to manage your time, but we
definitely need help with time management. If you are a serious athlete, coming
from overseas to do your sport, especially people who wanna go pro: you need
help with your time management, because it’s really hard to organize practice and
get all the school work done and get good grades. I really like to see how these pro
athletes get 4.0s in college, ‘cuz it’s impossible …there is no way you can do that
and if you practice as much as I said I do, there is no way, even Tiger Woods
didn’t have a 4.0 when he dropped out of Stanford. (personal communication,
March 24, 2012)
A few of the students observed how their busy schedule contributed to difficulties with
their grades. For example, Lucas from Brazil remarked:
This semester I dropped a class, chemistry, because it was so tough. Not because
of the things we were studying were tough, but because I had a lot of stuff to do.
So I decided to drop the class. I started to do bad in this one… I prefer to put my
focus on tennis, but I cannot, because I need to study, so I try to do well on both.
(personal communication, March 24, 2012)
I anticipated the link between academic performance and the eligibility to participate in
competitions as a potential stressor based on Popp’s (2007) findings. Using the “Student
Adaptation to College Questionnaire,” he compared the college adjustment of 182
international student-athletes with that experienced by their domestic peers and found a
statistically significant difference between the groups. Domestic student-athletes
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demonstrated a better social adjustment. As the author proposed, part of the reason may
be that international student-athletes often come from a club system that differs from the
college sports system in the United States. The NCAA’s concept of linking academic
performance with the eligibility to participate in sporting competitions is fairly new. As
my study confirms, the required additional adjustment may be another potential stressor
for the athletes.
The second round of interviews had results similar to the first; most of the athletes
discussed their language difficulties during the semester. Several student-athletes had
comments similar to those of Lucas from Brazil: “It was very hard. So I was very raw in
English. I never had a real conversation, just a little bit with the professors and some guys
I met on the dorms” (personal communication, March 24, 2013). While only a few
indicated severe difficulties, the majority stated that they learned faster than they had
thought they would. For example, Kevin noted, “I actually thought that it’s gonna be
harder than it was. I had a GPA of 4.0. This semester, I have classes like geology and I
don’t know all these terms. I have to do more vocabulary work than everybody else”
(personal communication, March 24, 2013).
Only a few of them felt negatively about their difficulties with the language.
Lucas commented, “Last semester it was hard to communicate. I understand some things,
but I was not very relaxed to talk. I was a bit shy to say something wrong, but now that I
am speaking better… now I can just speak without thinking I say something wrong and
they will not understand” (personal communication, March 24, 2013).
Manuel from Colombia pointed out that “you can talk with everybody, but to
make friends, it’s different; it’s hard” (personal communication, March 24, 2013). These
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students’ comments suggest that language problems seem to be a predictor of
acculturative stress. Similarly, Smith and Khawaja (2011) had found that academic stress
is very likely to be intensified due to second language concerns.
When sharing their experiences, a few of the athletes mentioned how they coped
with difficult situations. Their comments were similar to Giulia’s, who was from Italy:
It depends on the person. For example, if someone doesn’t understand they say
‘what’ and then they don’t give one percent of their attention to trying to
understand, then I always adjust my reaction to these people; if they don’t try to
understand me, I try not to care. (personal communication, March 29, 2013)
Others reported a positive effect from their language difficulties. Kevin from Germany
recalled, “I think, it affected it [language difficulties] in a positive way, ‘cuz even I
couldn’t talk very well, they used my mistakes to make fun of me, but it was in a positive
way. I feel like my role became that of a funny guy, because of my accent, so it integrated
me more” (personal communication, March 24, 2013). Similarly, Sergio from Spain
stated, “my accent – that’s what people like and people think that I am just cute, because
of my accent, inside and outside of the sports environment” (personal communication,
April 4, 2013).
In summary, the major findings referring to host cultural aspects were the studentathletes’ busy schedules and their difficulties juggling success in class with success on
the team. While students emphasized their difficulties with language at the beginning of
the year, by the end of the year, the majority stated that they had learned faster than they
had thought they would, and only a few indicated the continuation of severe language
difficulties.
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Challenges Related to their Adjustment to the New Athletic Environment at the
Beginning of the Season
Every athlete has to adjust to a new athletic environment. While domestic athletes
coming from the high school sports system have to adjust to the college sports system,
the foreign athletes seemed to be extremely unfamiliar with the U.S. college sports
system and its demands. Consequently, their lack of understanding about sporting
demands seemed to be a major potential stressor for most foreign student athletes.
The athletes specifically mentioned the higher level of sporting demands, which
were more than they could cope with sometimes. As Kristina from Lithuania reported,
“they just want me to run five competitions, everything in one day. That’s impossible. So
I am always frustrated, when I fail, and they are always so bad and I am so tired. I am not
used to that” (personal communication, September 17, 2012). As confirmed by Schinke
(2011), the intensity of practice and athletic demands seems to be a major potential
stressor for foreign athletes. The athletes verified that practice was more intense than at
home, and they were not used to it. Pedro from Portugal explained:
Since I came here I have been injured. I have a problem in my knee, because I am
not used to this type of practice. So it’s been really hard, I already ran three times
and the results were really bad, because I cannot practice as I want, ‘cuz I always
feel pain. I really need more time to get used and take it slowly, ‘cuz it’s a huge
difference; lots of miles, huge weights. (personal communication, October 9,
2012)
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These results are similar to Schinke et al.’s (2011) findings. They reported that the
intensity of weight training, practices, and athletic demands were a shock to many foreign
athletes.
Only a few of the foreign student-athletes spoke about their difficulties speaking
English with other members of the team. They noted the difference between speaking
with team members and speaking with others outside the sports environment. They
referred to how familiarity with their environment helped them to engage in
conversations in English. “We see each other all the time. It’s so much easier to talk to
them than to talk to people that you just pass by or see sometimes” (Daniel, personal
communication, September 19, 2012). I expected these differences between speaking
English inside and outside of the sports environment due to Jacques’ (2001) findings
which reported that a strong cohesion within a group was a motivational factor for
learning a second language because of a comfortable place to practice. The team’s ability
to facilitate the learning of English further supports the finding from Chapter 4 which
indicated that the team plays a decisive role in the foreign athletes’ adjustment.
Less significant were comments about feeling nervous or stressed when joining
the new team. For example, Tom from Australia commented, “before the first practice, I
was pretty nervous, ‘cuz I didn’t know what to expect and for the game I got in for, but
now I feel like I am a part of the team. I think the nervousness has gone away and it’s
more of an excitement” (personal communication, September 10, 2013). The athletes
revealed another minor theme when they discussed differences in the sports styles, and
how they were influenced by them. For example, Amy from England said:
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Here, it’s a different style of football. It’s a lot quicker, high tempo, stronger, I got
more nervous. That’s just what I feel, coming here, trying to fit into the new
team… I got a lot more nervous here, more nervous than I have been before.
(Amy, personal communication, September 21, 2012)
However, most of the athletes mentioned only minor differences - or even none at all –
between their sport in the U.S. and at home, thereby indicating that they were not affected
by the differences. Nonetheless, learning a new system of play seemed to require
additional adjustment for some of the students, and may therefore be an aspect that may
serve as a potential stressor in some instances.

Challenges Related to their Adjustment to the New Athletic Environment at the End
of the Academic Year
During interviews at the end of the school year, as during those at the beginning,
the majority of student-athletes emphasized the demands of their sport. “It is longer, more
intense; more specific. The drilling we do is more focused,” said Daniel from New
Zealand (personal communication, April 7, 2012). Kristina from Lithuania commented,
“It was great when I first came, but I got so tired, I am a little over-practiced actually”
(personal communication, April 1, 2013). The athletes specifically discussed the higher
level of expectations, which were sometimes more than they could manage. Lucas
described a particularly challenging situation:
In the first week of practice, coach told me that I was not going to this tournament,
the best tournament in spring and I didn’t understand, ‘cuz I was playing pretty
well. I got really frustrated and then for the next three weeks I was pretty down. I
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was almost thinking about transferring to another school. I was trying to find
another college that is as good or better. For almost a month it was pretty tough. I
didn’t talk to the coach again after that, because he is very strict. (personal
communication, March 24, 2013)
Manuel emphasized the pressure of making it to the lineup:
It’s the pressure to make the team, ‘cuz we are seven players on the team and only
five can go to tournaments. So you gotta qualify every time. So, that’s the
pressure… now I am trying to deal with that pressure. You get used to getting
frustrated. (personal communication, March 24, 2013)
Expectedly, these findings suggest that the differences in sporting demands are a
major potential stressor. Similarly, Hanton, Fletcher, and Coughlan (2005) reported that
coaching style and high expectations of the coach are potential stressors for foreign
student athletes. Schinke (2011) observed that the intensity of practice and athletic
demands are also a major potential stressor for the foreign athletes. In addition, the
climate of competition within the team caused the athletes to view performance as a
process of striving against each other (Hanton, Fletcher, & Coughlan 2005; Ommundsen
et al., 2003). This pressure induced psychological stress that may have had a negative
effect on the acculturation process, especially when the stress was paired with a negative
experience, as described above by Lucas.
The next theme that emerged from the data analysis related to sports injuries. The
few student-athletes who were injured during their first academic year all mentioned two
main challenges, feeling depressed and homesickness. While their injuries did not result
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in any loss of connection with the team, they all nonetheless experienced homesickness.
Pedro from Portugal explained,
I am not performing well because of injuries. I know exactly what is happening to
me, but sometimes it’s hard to express that to the coach, because I don’t want to
appear weak. I always want to show that I am good. That’s a problem for me. In
the beginning, it was always really tough, because I always expected success and
excellence and when that doesn’t happen I am just frustrated, but that’s the thing;
I always had my mom. She always understands what’s happening and here, I
don’t have her. That’s why it was so difficult in the first weeks, ‘cuz I was injured
and I didn’t have her. (personal communication, October 9, 2012)
Not surprisingly, previous studies have found athletic injuries to be associated with
negative psychological effects, such as low self-esteem or depression (Smith, 1996;
Wiese-Bjornstal et al., 1998). The self-doubt and homesickness experienced when the
foreign athletes were injured (Bourke, 2003) suggest that these feelings were magnified
by the impairment of the injury. Similarly, my findings also suggest that injuries are a
high risk factor for major acculturation stress.
A minor theme that emerged from the data analysis showed personal performance
could also be a stressor. Pedro from Portugal mentioned:
In the beginning it was always really tough, because I always expect success and
excellence. I always want to be the best, but I am not the best now, I am the fifth
guy in the team. We are six. At home I was the best. To understand you are not
the best anymore, you have a long walk to do for the next years to understand that
and respect that. It’s tough. (personal communication, October 9, 2012)
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Similarly, Tom from Australia stated, “back home you just go for it, it doesn’t really
matter if you screw up or make mistakes, while here it’s like in every play you have to
prove your spot, because if you mess up, the coach doesn’t give you the opportunity to
try again” (personal communication, September 10, 2012). However, others had
comments like those of Florian from Germany. “I am not really nervous anymore, ‘cuz I
played already so many tournaments. So in my first tournament over here I was not really
nervous anymore” (personal communication, September 14, 2012). Hanton, Fletcher, and
Coughlan (2005) also reported that the athletes’ own personal expectations can become a
“difficult burden to carry for some of the elite performers” (p. 1137) and consequently,
even though they are not directly tied to the acculturation process tend to accumulate,
with the result of a burden that feels overwhelming.
At the end of the first school year, as at the beginning, only a few athletes talked
about language difficulties with the team. For example, Kevin mentioned:
They are always joking around and I didn’t understand what they were saying and
everybody was laughing at me. I felt like it was something about me. I couldn’t
understand some of them, because of their accents or the way they speak and I came into
the team and they were already together. It was hard but then it got easier. (personal
communication, August 28, 2012)
As previously noted, these difficulties can be explained by considering Jacques’
(2001) research, who reported that the level of the athlete’s comfort with the group as a
whole may influence his engaging in second language learning. Joining an existing team
which already had a certain degree of familiarity between its group members may have
made the athletes feel insecure and consequently more stressed. Nonetheless Kevin
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reported, as did the other athletes, that their language difficulties became less of an issue
rather quickly.
In summary, differences in sporting demands seemed to be a main challenge, and
consequently a major potential stressor, for the majority of the student-athletes. The
intensity of the weight training and practices, in combination with the coaches’ demands
and the pressure to make it to the lineup, resulted in a particularly stressful acculturation
experience. The findings also suggest that additional support is needed for foreign
athletes suffering from injuries, who experience a corresponding increase in their
homesickness.

Challenges Related to Being Away from Home at the Beginning of the School Year
Communication with family and friends at home seems to mitigate acculturative
stress levels. Misra et al. (2003) found that such communication provides comfort and a
sense of stability and offers a context for disclosing feelings, receiving advice and
reassurance, and finding assistance. Since the majority of athletes had a very busy
schedule, they spoke of the lack of time to speak to friends and family at home. Tom
from Australia said, “I miss spending time with my friends a lot; I just wanna call my
buddy and meet. There is no free time during the day; you are always somewhere in class
or football playing, practice, after practice” (personal communication, September 10,
2012). However, a few foreign student-athletes, such as Amy from England, mentioned
that the busy schedule was a distraction from the longing for home. “I am so busy with
soccer and traveling. You don’t really get a chance to miss home” (personal
communication, September 21, 2012). This finding suggests that missing home is not
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necessarily the stressor as much as the lack of time to connect with the home support
system (Cabassa, 2003). The inability to engage in this important buffer may most likely
intensify acculturation stress.

Challenges Related to Being Away from Home at the End of the School Year
As mentioned before, athletes who were injured spoke mainly about feeling
homesick, whereas the other athletes stated that either they were too busy to feel
homesick, or they were spending most of their time with their teammates. Sergio
remarked:
Sometimes when things don’t go right and you wanna go to back to Spain and just
disconnect with my American life. Besides that, I don’t have time to feel
homesick, ‘cuz my teammates made me feel as if I was back home. (personal
communication, April 4, 2013)
His comment further supports the finding from Chapter 4 that the team may play a
decisive role in the foreign athletes’ adjustment. Interestingly, athletes whose schedule
was less busy during the second semester made comments similar to those of Kevin from
Germany:
Fall was packed. We had so much going on. School and practice and traveling and
everything, but now there were a lot of times where I felt like now it’s time to go
home, ‘cuz for me, there is not so much going on. We practice less than in fall,
school is the same but it’s not that much. Right now I feel pretty homesick; I have
been Skyping with my parents, but it’s really different. My family and I have
always been so close together. If I had the chance, I would go home right now. In
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the beginning I didn’t really think about them, because there was so much going
on and everything was new and now it’s kinda boring. You have more time to
think. (personal communication, March 24, 2013)
One of the athletes also indicated that “after being here and experiencing everything, the
novelty wears off and reality just kicks in. I am probably a little more homesick now than
I was last semester” (Thomas, personal communication, March 24, 2013). While these
students’ comments suggest that a less busy schedule may be a potential stressor, may be
even an indicator for culture shock (Hofstede et al., 2010), feeling disconnected from
home may also intensify stress.
All the athletes discussed adjustment challenges at the level of the host culture and
at the team level, as well as challenges related to being away from home. On the level of
the host culture, major findings included language difficulties with course work,
adjustments to busy schedules, and problems juggling success in class with success on
the team. On the team level, the high athletic demands seemed to be the main challenge,
and consequently a major potential stressor for the majority of the student-athletes. The
challenge of being away from home was accentuated once their schedule became less
busy or when they suffered an injury. While those who had injuries experienced major
challenges, the majority of them nonetheless illustrated that they believed that their
problems were not major. Daniel from Germany expressed what his peers indicated. “The
language was a major challenge in the beginning… in the first two or three months. Since
then it is not too difficult... no major challenges” (personal communication, April 7,
2013).
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Discussion
In summary, the main struggle for the foreign student-athletes related to their busy
schedules. Juggling classes and homework with one or two daily practice sessions,
competitions, and the associated travelling seemed to be the main concerns for most of
them. A compacted schedule seemed to have the greatest potential for becoming a major
stressor, greater even than the language difficulties encountered. Similarly, Schinke et al.
(2011) had reported that dealing with new independence and managing multiple
responsibilities simultaneously can become major problems faced by foreign studentathletes at the beginning of their stay in the United States. Due to their schedule, as
suggested by the comments, role conflict between being a student and being an athlete
may be experienced by athletes during their college adjustment phase, especially since
their eligibility to participate in sporting competitions is combined with their academic
grades (Remaining Eligible - NCAA.org, 2014).
Language difficulties seemed to be a serious stressor for some of the athletes.
Nastya from Russia, who returned home after her first semester, indicated that she
struggled with her English more than the others did, although her personal reasons for
returning home are unknown. She emphasized her problems with the English language in
our interview. I noticed that she spoke very slowly and used simple expressions. Based
on several previous studies, this finding indicates rather severe acculturative stress (Smith
& Khawaja 2011;Yeh & Inose, 2003; Zhang & Goodson 2011). However, as reported in
Chapter 4, the student-athletes who stayed improved their speaking, reading, and writing
skills significantly over the course of their first semester; it suggests a rather low stress
level for these athletes.
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Ward, Bochner, and Furnham (2006) indicated predominant prejudice,
discrimination, loneliness, and Sandhu and Asrabadi (1994) reported homesickness as the
main problems for international students. Feeling homesick, indicated as a stressor by a
few of the student-athletes at the end of the first year, was a bigger challenge for those
athletes who were injured. One of them was Pedro, the second athlete who returned
home. He indicated that he struggled with his inability to perform as well as expected
because of an injury. While he was the best athlete on his home team, his performance
was inferior to that of most of his college teammates.
In accordance with several studies, time constraints, language difficulties, and
homesickness seem to be major stressors during the acculturation process (De
Vasconcellos Ribeiro & Dimeo, 2009; Hanton, Fletcher, & Coughlan, 2005). Pedro’s
case also applies to Smith and Khawaja's (2011) study finding that if acculturative stress
cannot be sufficiently overcome with coping resources, the experience is overwhelming
and may eventually lead to a return home.
However, most student-athletes, as indicated through some illustrative quotations,
did not perceive their challenges as major. While only two of the eighteen studentathletes went home, the other athletes often added positive comments like “but I think it
is doable” when talking about their challenges (Daniel, personal communication,
September 19, 2012), or “sometimes it’s really tough, but this is the right place to be. I
know with time the situation is going to be much easier” (Giulia, personal
communication, March 29, 2013). Florian even noted, “I don’t really see it as a
challenge, it is more an experience. It’s great to get the chance to actually do this”
(personal communication, September 14, 2012). Similarly, Opper, Teichler, and Carlson
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(1990) examined the ten problems most commonly experienced among 439 foreign
students from the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Sweden,
and found that only a minority of the students reported significant difficulties.
Unlike international students, international student-athletes enter U.S. colleges
with a pre-formed socialization network of teammates and other athletes. Furthermore,
housing and meal plans are managed for them, and the administration helps them with
their paperwork (Laura, personal communication, April 23, 2012) – at least in the first
year. Similarly, Ridinger and Pastore’s (2000) study indicated that most foreign studentathletes do not face major problems because of their membership on sports teams.
Ridinger and Pastore compared the adjustment of international student-athletes with that
of international students and observed that international student-athletes were
significantly more well-adjusted to college than international non-athletes. In my study, I
found that the difficulty with keeping in touch with home, due to the busy schedules,
would suggest a more stressful acculturation experience since the context for disclosing
feelings and receiving advice, reassurance, and/or assistance seemed to be missing (Misra
et al., 2003).
Nonetheless, the student-athletes indicated that staying busy actually helped keep
the stress at lower levels because they did not have time to get homesick. For this reason
their schedule may have been an important stress mediator. Furthermore, participation in
the host culture, which was a natural outcome of the time spent with their sports teams,
not only seemed to promote their learning the English language, but also appeared to
have an important buffering function for acculturative stress, and enhanced the likelihood
of a rather smooth acculturation process (see also Chapter 4).
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Foreign Professional Athletes’ Challenges
When the professional athletes were asked about challenges in general, all of their
challenges, like those of the student-athletes, fell into three main categories: challenges at
the level of the host culture, challenges at the team level, and challenges related to being
away from home. Again, all the aspects will be considered separately. Surprisingly, many
professional athletes offered additional comments about their challenges even when not
specifically asked.
This section on the challenges of the professional athletes is structured in the same
way as that of the student-athletes. First, the adjustment challenges at the host culture will
be presented, followed by those at the team level, with a final explanation of the
challenges related to being away from home. Each theme that emerged from responses at
the beginning, and then at the end, of the first season are presented sequentially. After
providing the results, I will discuss the findings as they relate to the study’s hypotheses.
First, this study assessed whether or not injuries hinder the acculturation process.
Additionally, this chapter tested whether the lack of fluency in English were the main
stressor faced by athletes.
In total, the sample consisted of seventeen foreign athletes, six of their American
teammates, and two staff members from two professional MLS teams (Table 4.2). It
included eight foreign athletes and three American teammates with The Wolves, and nine
foreign athletes, three American teammates, and two staff members with The Lions. The
18- to 34-year-old professional athletes were from Central and South America, Europe,
and Africa.
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Major themes which emerged from the data analysis referred to the difficulty in
accomplishing even the most basic tasks because of severe language difficulties. The
majority of athletes also discussed the impact of language difficulties on the field, and the
negative consequences of language barriers on their performance. This finding is
dissimilar to that for the foreign student athletes, although even more acute, probably due
to less upfront linguistic expectations for the incoming recruits and less ongoing
institutional support for language training, this varied between clubs. Other aspects
impacting acculturative stress included financial struggles in their daily lives and the lack
of transportation, which overlap with the findings for the student-athletes. While
professional athletes struggled with homesickness, their comments indicated that it was
not a major challenge overall.

Challenges Related to the New Life in the Host Culture at the Beginning of the First
Season
As indicated in Chapter 4, only two of the athletes had English as their native
tongue. Sixteen foreign professional athletes with both The Wolves and The Lions
discussed language difficulties as a main challenge at the beginning of the season. They
further discussed their language difficulties when responding to other questions during
the interviews. Common language problems in daily life were frequently referenced. One
of the athletes commented, “I wanted to buy something in the store and I didn’t know
how to say that. Just easy stuff… like a towel or rice” (Eduardo, personal
communication, April 25, 2013). Another player, who had brought his family to the
United States, illustrated his language difficulties with a story about his child, who was
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only a few months old at the time of their arrival in the United States. One night the baby
got very sick, so he called a teammate who spoke both Spanish and English, but he did
not answer the phone. “It was in the middle of the night and we didn’t speak the
language… it was tough, really” (Manuel, personal communication, April 23, 2013).
The athletes also mentioned language problems which had arisen before they even
arrived in the United States. Daniel from France, for example, received his new work
contract in English. “I had two hours to sign it. I signed it, but I could not understand
anything” (personal communication, June 18, 2013). The respondents stressed the
importance of knowing some basic English before their move. “I would have needed to
know more about the language before I go over. I think it is important for every player
that goes out from Costa Rica” (Eduardo, personal communication, April 25, 2013).
The data analysis illustrated that at both clubs, all foreign athletes with English as
a second language stressed the importance of learning English. In fact, most of them
mentioned that improving their language proficiency had become one of their main
personal and professional development goals. As one athlete declared, “I would first tell
everybody to learn English, if you plan to be a professional” (Ricardo, personal
communication, June 18, 2013). The staff members’ assessment was consistent with that
of the foreign athletes: “If you just wanna mention one, I say the language. ‘Cuz in the
end, you can see their frustrations. They wanna say something and they can’t, because
they don’t know the language” (Juan, personal communication, April 25, 2013).
These findings confirm reports from Major League Baseball (MLB) which
indicate that foreign athletes experience enormous language barriers when they start
playing in the United States (Jones, 2003). They also indicate that foreign athletes face
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struggles when communicating about their basic needs; thus, language problems seem to
be a predictor for acculturation stress; a certain amount of fluency is essential to function
in a foreign society (Paige & Goode, 2009).
Only three athletes noted communication style differences:
In Colombia, when you speak, you speak loud and very abrupt, but here I had
learned to calm down. It helped me a lot to understand that difference. Also, it is
very different that here in the States [United States] when you introduce yourself
you shake hands, very formal, but in Colombia, it’s more a wave of a hand or nod
of a head. (Sergio, personal communication, June 19, 2013)
Surprisingly, most foreign players did not report any problems in communication apart
from the language. I asked participants in the study if they had trouble in daily
communication. “Nothing at all outside the language” (Abel, personal communication,
May, 29, 2013).
Another major theme mentioned by the players of both clubs regarded financial
issues in their daily lives. Notably, the themes were often repeated at various points
during the interviews, and were not directly solicited. The athletes particularly reported
difficulties navigating the unfamiliar American tax system. They highlighted the fact that
because they were so busy from the time they received the offer and accepted the contract
until they actually moved to the United States, they did not even think to ask any
questions about taxes. For example, Daniel from France stated, “I had big problems with
taxes. You have to pay all those things first and then you can do whatever you want. And
I saw a bunch of guys that were depressed, because they owed money to the government.
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It is stressful; you cannot play good, ‘cuz you have this on your mind” (personal
communication, June 18, 2013).
In addition, the athletes discussed difficulties with regard to the U.S. financial
system, mainly because of a lack of understanding. They referred particularly to issues
with billing and credit:
I got Internet and phone and everything. Then they sent me letters and I didn’t
understand English, then they sent me more letters… then they called me. Sorry, I
don’t speak English. So, in the end, somebody in Spanish told me that I have four
collections for my credit. My credit? I said, I don’t have any credit. That thing is
tough to understand, because we don’t have something like that in my country.
(Manuel, personal communication, April 23, 2013)
Other athletes mentioned the U.S. healthcare system, and referred specifically to dental
costs. “The American health system is very expensive. I had the same problem as my
teammate, with my teeth. I go to the dentist, $3,700. Just for one hour” (Abel, personal
communication, May 29, 2013). While insurance covers their medical issues, dental costs
are not included (Luke, personal communication, December 18, 2013). Because of the
differences in medical coverage between the United States and their home countries, the
athletes may be unprepared for unexpected dental expenses.
Adding to their financial problems was the challenge of taking care of themselves
for the first time. For example, Bakary remarked, “growing up, you are in your family’s
house, you live in your dad’s house, you never pay a bill. So once you take an
appointment over here, you gotta pay the bills” (personal communication, April 25,
2013). Daniel emphasized:
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I think, for the young people, all young people, they should have somebody to
take care of all this. Somebody who comes every week or every two weeks and
looks at the bank account. Yes, things you need in life, basically. I know a lot, a
lot, a lot of players who didn’t pay their bills, their electricity, and they have
problems with taxes. You have to pay all those things first and then you can do
whatever you want. (personal communication, June 18, 2013)
A few athletes commented on how other leagues had provided instruction in managing
money matters. For example, Abel from France reported:
In Europe, they came to me when I first signed and said, look, you have to pay
this and this and this and they structured my whole life. They managed everything
for me. So, after one year, I was like by myself and everything was fine. (personal
communication, May 29, 2013)
I had not anticipated such major struggles with financial concerns. Andrews and Wilding
(2004) found that financial difficulties can increase levels of anxiety and depression, and
impact performance. Consequently, financial concerns appear to be a major stressor for
the foreign athletes.
A third major challenge regarded local transportation since none of the athletes
had a car at the beginning of the season. Typical statements were, “if you don’t have a
car, you don’t get anywhere” (Andres, personal communication, April 23, 2013), or “I
always need to ask for help to try to obtain anything” (Julian, personal communication,
April 24, 2013). One athlete even indicated such frustration with the issue, he wanted to
leave the United States for that reason:
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In the first year, I talked to my agent. I didn’t want to stay in the U.S. I didn’t have
a car. I had to take the bus every day in rain and snow, but my agent told me that I
have a year contract and so I stayed. (Manuel, personal communication, April 23,
2013)
These comments confirm the results of Poyrazli and Grahame's (2007) study, which
illustrated that a lack of transportation is a serious potential stress factor for professional
foreign athletes.
Minor themes that emerged from the data analysis referred to other basic needs,
such as getting accustomed to American food, knowing where to buy groceries, finding
an apartment, getting a driver’s license, eventually buying a car, and learning the rules for
driving; as well as social security, including aspects regarding their work permits. The
team liasion observed, “Sometimes they don’t know how to use the oven; how to use the
washer; open the mailbox.” He further pointed out, “you can see their frustrations,” and
continued:
Can you imagine coming to work with thoughts like, ‘I don’t know how to use the
oven; I need to call the cable guy, I need a cable, because I cannot watch TV. How
can I call the cable? Where am I gonna buy food? What am I gonna eat today? My
mom used to cook for me; someone used to cook for me, now I have to cook. It’s
like that. (Juan, personal communication, April 25, 2013)
Cox (2004), Mähönen and Jasinskaja-Lahti (2013) and Ward et al. (2005) stated that
unrealistic expectations, as well as a lack of preparation for unavoidable differences, may
result in experiencing life changes with increased stress during the acculturation process.
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Struggles with such basic needs may cause increased stress, and result in a negative
impact on performance on the field as the team liasion emphasized:
Adaptation influences the performance on the field a lot. If you help them to
obtain everything what they need, they don’t get stressed, they don’t get
frustrated. That way you can take that away from them and they are gonna be just
focussed on their performance. (Juan, personal communication, April 25, 2013).
As this finding suggests that their struggles of the field influences their performance, it
adds to the finding of Chapter 4 which showed that the foreign athletes’ personal
performance influences their acculturation, and suggests that the relationship between
acculturation and individual performance goes both ways.
Challenges Related to the New Life in the Host Culture at the End of the Season
At the end of the season, eleven foreign athletes at both clubs referred to how
language difficulties had been a main challenge throughout the season. “The hardest
thing has been learning their language. I mean, the kids are learning, because they are in
school and my wife, too, but it is hard for me” (Felipe, personal communication,
November 5, 2013). American teammates had the same impression. “The language is, I
think, their biggest challenge” (Matt, personal communication, November 6, 2013).
All of them stressed that they would continue to learn English. Julian from
Colombia stated, “when I came, I knew always with that feeling to try to learn the
language” (personal communication, December 9, 2013). Several athletes mentioned that
their children motivated them. Teammates even commented on positive examples among
the foreign athletes who exhibited improvement. “Abel speaks good now, because he
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goes [to the English classes] every week no matter what” (Daniel, personal
communication, November 5, 2013).
During the interviews, all of the foreign players discussed motivation and the
importance of learning English. Many of them also mentioned a few of their foreign
teammates who had been in the United States for several years, and yet still had poor
English skills, even though their children had learned to speak very good English. A
Hispanic player stated, “Some guys expect that they speak Spanish, so the world should
speak Spanish” (Manuel, personal communication, December 10, 2013). Likewise, a staff
member recalled:
We had a player from Brazil a few years ago. In his four years, I don’t think he
even made an effort to learn to communicate in English. I don’t know… but in
your fourth year, you should be able on both sides to communicate fairly, at least
get the basics down in order to ask basic questions. (Luke, personal
communication, December 10, 2013)
However, he further commented that this particular player was the only one he had
known to exhibit such an attitude.
The majority of the athletes explained that they had learned English by
themselves. One athlete commented that when he moved to the United States, his only
English was simply “Yes” and “No” (Daniel, personal communication, November 5,
2013). Another athlete remarked, “I became professional already at a very young age. So,
I didn’t have any time to study anything outside of soccer, because of the demands of
being a professional soccer player and the time that I need to give to it. So, I was
watching and just talking to the people that I was in contact with. That's the English that I
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can understand now” (Roberto, personal communication, December 9, 2013). Yet another
athlete added, “I learned on the streets” (Eduardo, personal communication, December
10, 2013). Other athletes said they took language classes, or hired a personal tutor.
Ten of the foreign athletes said they liked the idea of taking English classes from a
teacher at the club over the course of the season. “We need somebody. If the club can pay
somebody to teach us. I know that the other teams did that and it is a lot of help”
(Manuel, personal communication, December 10, 2013). Several foreign (and domestic)
players recommended the establishment of a policy requiring incoming foreign athletes to
learn English. “The most important thing is to learn the language. That is the number one.
It should be mandatory to take lessons for the players” (Matt, personal communication,
November 6, 2013). By using the example of a former player from Japan a staff member
suggested:
It would have made it a lot easier, if there would have been some education, on
both sides. Giving us a little bit of tutorial on Japanese and vice versa on the
player in terms of English… I think there could be a bigger effort. I almost think
the league should put some sort of language tutorial together that every player has
to go through – even if it’s just to make sure, oh they can basically read and
understand the basics and communicate. They don’t have to know the language as
the back of their hand, but at least it’s enough to get by, to live and to do their job.
Make it a mandatory training. If this league wants to compete in the world of
soccer and say we are an elite league, you have to have that. (Luke, personal
communication, December 10, 2013)
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Several athletes at both clubs linked their difficult acculturation directly to their
language problems. One player remarked, “For me to adapt to here, it is not really a big
transition in terms of I gotta learn a language” (Verol, personal communication, June 18,
2013). Abel, in his first season with MLS, mentioned his wife and her language
problems. “For my wife… the first two months, it was very hard. We came here, just a
few words in English. It was so difficult for her to communicate with American people,
but now it is great” (personal communication, November 5, 2013). The English language
difficulties faced by the athletes over the course of the season indicated that this aspect
was definitely a main stressor for them. Similarly, Lueck and Wilson (2011) found that
low English language proficiency was a significant predictor for high acculturative stress.
Another major ongoing theme was the need for a car and housing. Julian admitted,
“Not to have a car. I didn’t buy it, ‘cuz I still don’t have a license” (personal
communication, December 9, 2013). The issue of housing was mentioned by Roberto,
who offered a positive comment. “This season, we had an athlete coming in during the
season so it was good to have the apartment for him. Whenever somebody comes, they
can stay in that apartment” (personal communication, December 9, 2013).
All of The Lions’ foreign athletes agreed on the tremendous support of the team
liaison. “He did his job, help with whatever they need. So in the end it wasn’t that hard to
adapt” (Roberto, personal communication, December 9, 2013). Many players even
referred to him as their close friend. David explained, “he helps everyone. He sets them
up with everything, like apartments, banking, anything I could think of. He helped them
out. So, I think he deserves a lot of credit for that” (personal communication, December
10, 2013). It should also be noted that the team liaison was bicultural (Hispanic and
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American) as well as bilingual in English and Spanish.
Two studies indicate that the satisfaction of basic needs is associated positively
with well-being, good attitudes, and the ability to meet job demands across cultures (Deci
& Ryan, 2000; Deci et al., 2001). Conversely, a negative demeanor is likely to be the
result of struggling to meet basic needs. Such frustration may undermine motivation and
prevent one from feeling energized (Van den Broeck et al., 2008), and may have severe
consequences on the foreign athletes’ stress level and overall well-being.
Four athletes talked about the distance they had to travel during the season as an
additional challenge. “The worst travel in Europe is, you are gonna fly for 1.5 hours.
Here you can travel five hours” (Abel, personal communication, December 10, 2013).
His American teammate observed:
The travel is a big struggle for them because most of the players come from
domestic leagues. I talked to foreign teammates and we were flying to another
club and its 3.5 hours and they can’t wrap their head around it. I don’t think they
have ever done flights like that before. You fly for four hours the night before the
game. Well their bodies… dehydration, and different sleep patterns. I think for a
lot of players it’s difficult first, until they kinda get the hang of a lot of that. (Alex,
personal communication, November 6, 2013)
The climate difference inherent in traveling long distances was also mentioned by the
athletes. One of the American teammates commented, “What goes along with the travel?
Different climates. In the summer we have super hot and play Toronto at the beginning of
the season, where they still have freezing temperatures” (Matt, personal communication,
November 6, 2013).
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At the end of the season, as at the beginning, several athletes from both clubs
compared MLS to European leagues. They specifically mentioned how the European
clubs take care of the needs of the athletes. During the second round of interviews, an
American teammate reported:
My agent, one of his players, plays in England and he told me when he first went
there, they set up his credit card, set up his housing, set up his phone. They take
care of you and somebody’s whole life is dedicated to just helping you. So, I
think, it is a very hard transition to MLS... You are not gonna have players who
wanna come here, if they don’t feel like they can actually perform at their top
while having to worry about basic stuff. (Caleb, personal communication,
December 10, 2013)
A staff member also offered his perspective:
If you want a perfect scenario: a club needs to hire somebody who at least knows
the culture and can speak the language that could help them adapt and that’s
outside everything that’s going on with training and games, just to help them
understand, here is what you do and don’t do and here is where the closest
supermarket is to where you are staying; just help them orient themselves to a new
living environment geographically. I think that would be the biggest help. (Luke,
personal communication, December 10, 2013)
In summary, the greatest challenges to adapting to American culture differed for
each of the foreign players. As one staff member explained, “everyone is different.
Sometimes it’s missing the family, missing their habits of doing things the way they do
them in their own country, or missing their type of life at home” (Juan, personal
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communication, April 25, 2013). Another athlete stated, “Just getting accustomed to the
different types of times of eating, the transportation. If you don’t have a car, if you don’t
have friends, you don’t get anywhere over here” (Andres, personal communication,
December 10, 2013). However, all the athletes spoke about language difficulties – the
foreign players as well as their American teammates. David, for example, pointed out that
“language is definitely their main challenge, ‘cuz communication is huge [for success on
the field]” (personal communication, December 10, 2013).

Challenges Related to the Professional Athletes’ Adjustment to the New Athletic
Environment at the Beginning of the Season
The major theme that emerged at the beginning of the season from the data
analysis at both MLS clubs referred to language difficulties on the soccer field. Rafael
from Cuba, who had lived in the United States for several years, recalled, “The guys that
don’t speak English; sometimes they don’t understand what we speak in the training”
(personal communication, April 24, 2013). Julian, who had just finished his first season
in the United States, explained how he handled his language difficulties: “When we do
exercise, I just look what they are doing. Or, when the head coach explains, I just get
close to one of my teammates, the ones that speak Spanish, and they explain me what we
are gonna do” (personal communication, April 24, 2013). Language is the most critical
aspect in social interactions. Schinke et al. (2011) found that some athletes feel frustrated
by constant language challenges. Their difficulties with understanding what is expected
from them suggest they experience major stress.
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The data analysis also revealed a significant difference between the clubs. While
the team liaison for The Lions was able to resolve any concerns about team
communication, The Wolves’ athletes frequently expressed the importance of learning
English for the good of the team. Verol verbalized his frustration with the team when he
remarked, “sometimes you have to be on the same page language-wise” (personal
communication, June 18, 2012). The second round of interviews provided insight into the
reason only athletes at The Wolves talked about this aspect.

Challenges Related to their Adjustment to the New Athletic Environment at the End
of the Season
While only one major challenge in their athletic environment was mentioned
during the first round of interviews, several challenges were reported at the end of the
season. All the major themes related to language difficulties. Minor themes referred to
injuries and work contracts with MLS.
In contrast to the first round of interviews, during the second round the majority of
athletes explicitly linked their language problems to their personal performance on the
field. “Not knowing the language can be a big barrier to someone’s own comfort level. I
think once you are comfortable you can give your best and thrive as a player” (Matt,
personal communication, November 6, 2013). Eduardo further explained, “Because I
couldn’t speak with anyone and couldn’t explain my feelings to anyone that was the
reason I couldn’t improve my qualities [performance on the field]” (Eduardo, personal
communication, December 10, 2013). Previous studies indicate that language
proficiency, stress, and performance are interrelated. For example, Xu (1991) found that
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how students rated themselves in language proficiency was a major predictor of their
level of academic difficulties and stress. This finding confirms the link between the
athletes’ lack of English skills and their level of stress and performance.
Furthermore, the foreign athletes emphasized that limited communication on the
field was due to the language barrier they experienced:
It was most difficult for me, ‘cuz I couldn’t speak like now; I tried to explain to
others on the pitch and they didn’t understand me. It was difficult for me. The
challenge is when you have to explain what you want in the field, but you don’t
speak the language. You have to call somebody; can you tell him I want to do
that? (Eduardo, personal communication, December 10, 2013)
Other foreign athletes stressed the importance of good communication between
the players on the field. “If you have to put somebody in a good position and you can’t
communicate, you cannot do anything, because they don’t understand” (Abel, personal
communication, November 5, 2013). Bakary highlighted that “you have to have
somebody who translates all the time, maybe you have one or two players who can help,
but if the coach wants to talk to them, it gets difficult” (personal communication,
December 9, 2013). Their American teammates echoed their sentiments about difficulties
on the field:
Communication-wise you might want them to move a certain way, or you might
want them to move left or right or forward. So, communication on the pitch sucks.
If we are able to speak a universal language, it will be better on the pitch. So, if
you are foreign and try to learn their language, now you start to get a camaraderie
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and you know that this person is good to me. Now it’s gonna be better on the
pitch. (Caleb, personal communication, December 10, 2013)
Similarly, Weedon (2012) reported that players with rudimentary skills
particularly experienced frustration in interactions with domestic athletes. While the lack
of communication potentially leads to frequent misunderstandings, Henderson (2005)
found that language difficulties among players on culturally diverse teams may also have
a negative impact on the process of building trust and relationships, and ultimately on
their team culture, specifically, their team cohesion and teamwork. Hence, not
surprisingly, foreign and domestic teammates at both clubs indicated that the inability to
speak English affected their team dynamics. One Spanish-speaking foreign athlete, who
had lived in the United States for six years, stated:
I believe it is the language. If you put two guys here; one guy speaks Spanish and
the other guy speaks English, maybe I talk more with this guy that speaks Spanish
than that guy that speaks English, because it is easier for me to speak that
language. (Manuel, personal communication, December 10, 2013)
Some of the bilingual players with The Lions mentioned how they had supported other
foreign athletes who joined the team after they did. Typical comments were, “any time
they need somebody to translate, you are right there” (Dante, personal communication,
December 9, 2012). The Wolves’ players did not mention any type of similar support
system. Some players did, however, comment on the attitude of foreign teammates. One
athlete said that there were players on his team who did not speak English, nor did they
indicate any interest in learning the language. Those players had been more isolated
because communication had not been possible between them and the rest of the team.
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Jacob further indicated that those players had formed their own group within the team
(personal communication, November 5, 2013). One of his foreign teammates further
explained:
In the locker room, we can speak Spanish, but you have to communicate and
understand English, too. I speak my native tongue with my teammate, but we
understand and speak English with our other teammates. For me it is a big
problem, ‘cuz we have two groups within one team. We have to translate every
time. They are good people. It’s just to have a good year, to play good, we have to
play as a unit. For being a unit, you have to understand the first language here.
You don’t have to be able to speak perfect English, but just understand a little bit.
(Abel, personal communication, November 5, 2013)
Daniel, his French teammate, added, “just show you want to be a part [of the team]!”
(personal communication, November 5, 2013).
As these different comments regarding language issues illustrate, the obstacles
and tensions which exist among cross-cultural teams can have significant, negative
consequences for the team; however, they can also be overcome (Henderson, 2005).
Indeed, if teams consisting of members with different language backgrounds are managed
effectively, language diversity can actually be a key factor contributing to team building
and team cohesion (Goodall & Roberts, 2003). For example, diverse teams with members
from different ethnic backgrounds offer more creative and innovative strategies, and
more solutions to difficulties, simply because they provide multiple perspectives
(Horwitz, 2005; Stura & Lepadatu, 2014).
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Hence, it is not surprising that both foreign and domestic athletes strongly
connected language difficulties with integration into the team. “I think, when you move
to another country, you have to learn the language. It shows that you want to be here and
you want to be a part of the team” (Daniel, personal communication, November 5, 2013).
An American teammate further explained that integrating somebody into the team takes
longer if you cannot communicate with that person:
A new player that comes in that is from a different team, but the same language,
you can say “hey, how is it going?” You have that easy connection whereas with
some of the foreign players, some of them come over here not speaking English,
so the communication is limited… “hey, how are you, I am Matt, nice to meet
you” and that’s kinda the extent to it. You bond with them almost only by
speaking. In the beginning, there is a natural habit to gravitate towards people that
you feel comfortable with. You are gonna go to someone you can communicate
with and you share experiences with. (Matt, personal communication, November
6, 2013)
Another American teammate added:
You just ask simple questions like “how many brothers do you have?” Where a
person from America would ask “where did you go to school and where did you
grow up?” A kid from college that’s new to the team… you would get to know
him in a couple of weeks. While someone from Brazil or France, they don’t speak
the language; it takes months for them to feel comfortable and to open up. (Alex,
personal communication, November 6, 2013)
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Similarly, Weedon (2012) reported that the foreign athletes’ language difficulties led to
communication difficulties with teammates, affecting their desire and even their ability to
integrate themselves into their teams, and ultimately the broader host culture.
At The Lions not one athlete reported on any teammate’s unwillingness to learn
English. Notably, while athletes on both teams initially referred to the connection
between language problems on the field and negative performance, only athletes with
The Wolves also mentioned it at the end of the season. Since The Lions were much more
successful throughout the 2013 season than The Wolves, the unwillingness to learn
English seems to indicate a strong influence on performance in the field. Julian, a foreign
athlete with The Lions, commented, “When I came, the first time I knew it would be
different, because of the language, but always with that feeling to try to learn in life and
the language. I always wanted to learn” (personal communication, December 9, 2013).
Neither was Andres from Colombia, another athlete with The Lions, deterred by the
language barrier:
The language, this year, that wasn’t really a problem, ‘cuz how tight the group
was. The one thing is to make them feel comfortable. ‘Cuz once they get into a
shell, they get shy or blocked off, they are gonna be scared to say words; they are
gonna be scared to communicate. Just give them that release. (personal
communication, December 10, 2013)
This comment further indicated how the team’s cohesion contributed to learning the
language.
A team culture characterized by strong support for each other and strong team
cohesion, as experienced by The Lions, would offer a safe space for second language
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learning and would therefore be a motivational factor for the endeavor (Jacques, 2001).
These results regarding cohesion, the importance of bonding with teammates, and peer
social support, as emphasized by the student-athletes, further support the findings from
Chapter 4 that the team plays a decisive role in the foreign athlete’s adjustment.
One of the minor themes that emerged from the data analysis regarded the
athletes’ work contract with MLS. In particular, they referred to the instability of their
contracts. Daniel explained:
In Europe you get a contract for three years. You are kinda protected. If you don’t
want to move, you don’t have to move. Here, you can get cut every single day.
One day you can be fine and you score 5 or 10 goals and then for three or four
months you don’t do that, they don’t believe in you anymore, they just cut you.
(personal communication, November 5, 2013)
Some athletes have so-called “semi-guaranteed contracts,” which imply that MLS can
cancel their contracts any day until July 1. Only after then are the contracts guaranteed
until the end of the season (Jack, personal communication, December 18, 2013). Studies
have found that insecurity about job retention is positively correlated with experiencing
psychological stress and poor general well-being (De Witte et al. 2010; Sverke &
Hellgren, 2002), and thereby suggest that for foreign professional athletes in MLS,
similar forms of job-related stress may be experienced and could lead to experiencing the
acculturation process as more difficult.
Two athletes mentioned the trade rules in MLS, whereby they might have to move
to a different club any given day during the season. Athletes who had previously played
in other professional leagues stated that this concept was new to them. “It often catches
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foreign players off-guard… I think it is pretty rough; pretty tough, pretty hard” (Daniel,
personal communication, November 5, 2013). Likewise, a staff member stated, “the
league regulations are confusing to many foreign athletes… the trade rules are pretty
unique in the world of soccer” (Luke, personal communication, December 18, 2013).
Consequently, even though these rules may potentially cause stress for all the players,
whether domestic or foreign, their impact on the foreign players would compound with
other acculturation-related stressors they were already experiencing.
Another lesser theme that emerged from the data analysis referred to injuries.
Whereas the student-athletes struggled with homesickness when injured, the professional
athletes who had minor injuries indicated that their primary concern with injuries was the
inability to practice their skills, and the requirement to win back playing time. “This job
is very competitive. When you get injured you have to come back and win that spot back
you had before” (Enzo, personal communication, December 9, 2013).
Every athlete may have stress because of potential injuries; however, the stress for
foreign athletes is accentuated by the threat of having to return home if the injury is too
severe or too long-term. Therefore, potential injuries seem to be an additional
compounding stressor related to the acculturation process.
I expected this theme based on previous studies (Bourke, 2003; Hanton, Fletcher,
& Coughlan, 2005). While Hanton, Fletcher, and Coughlan (2005) observed that athletes
in general experience competitive stressors as a result of the risk of injury, Bourke (2003)
reported that foreign athletes who encountered injuries experienced isolation, self-doubt,
homesickness, and helplessness. Consequently, this finding suggests that facing injuries
may be another potential stressor for the foreign professional athletes.

259

Challenges Related to Being Away from Home at the Beginning of the Season
In addition to challenges related to the host culture and the new athletic
environment, ten of the foreign athletes reported struggling with being alone and away
from family at the beginning of the season. A staff member explained that “sometimes
they come too young and it’s hard for them to be alone all at once even if we try to help
them; they still have that feeling: ‘oh I miss my family’” (Juan, personal communication,
April 25, 2013). One American teammate mentioned that it would be good for the players
if MLS would fly in their mom or dad, or even a sister or brother. “I think that would be
really smart for them, because the morale of the players will lift up, because the first
months of being away from your family is really tough” (Dante, personal communication,
April 23, 2013).
However, many foreign athletes made comments like Roberto’s: “I have been
working so hard for an opportunity, so hard to get that I don’t want to waste it” (personal
communication, April 25, 2013). They emphasized that they were doing this for their
families. Pablo from Ecuador commented, “I know it is not easy; I have three years lived
by myself already. And this makes me stronger to keep working and fighting for my
family” (personal communication, April 24, 2013).
I expected the athletes to have a greater struggle with homesickness, especially
since this was their first time living abroad and away from their parents. While some of
the athletes’ comments suggested that they were experiencing culture shock, with
feelings of disconnection from home (Blodgett, 2014), the majority of responses
indicated that homesickness was only incidental.
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Challenges Related to Being Away from Home at the End of the Season
Only four of the professional athletes commented that missing their families was a
challenge during the season. A staff member summarized, “some of them are not used to
being separated from their families and they miss having them around” (Luke, personal
communication, December 10, 2013). The majority of athletes indicated that in fact their
feelings of homesickness improved over time. For example, Rafael explained:
When I realized that I don’t know when I will see my mom again: that shocked
me. That’s why I think the first year was the hardest. Later, after one year, I still
play soccer and that takes a little weight off thinking about my family. (personal
communication, December 9, 2013)
Surprisingly, most of their comments did not indicate any major struggle with
homesickness and seem to correlate with the findings of Richardson et al.’s (2012) study.
The scholars interviewed five professional foreign athletes who moved to England from
other member countries of the European Union to perform in the English Premier
League. They revealed that even though the athletes missed home, they knew that their
experiences were worthwhile and contributed to their personal development.
Homesickness for country, family, and friends is a particularly emotionally taxing
stressor (Church, 1982), but my findings indicate that this struggle was not prevalent
among the professional athletes. The student-athletes seemed to struggle with it more
than the professional athletes did.
In summary, major themes that evolved from the data analysis referred to the
impact of severe language difficulties on the accomplishment of even the most basic
tasks and fulfillment of the most basic needs. The majority of athletes discussed their
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language difficulties on the field and the resulting negative consequences on both their
individual performance and the team. Other aspects referred to financial struggles in their
daily lives and the lack of transportation. While the student-athletes indicated that
homesickness was a factor, especially when they were injured or when their schedule was
less busy, this struggle was not evident among the professional athletes. They were more
concerned with winning back playing time.

Discussion
One of the main goals of this research was to identify stressors and acculturation
difficulties of foreign athletes, and how they addressed these issues from the beginning to
the end of the season. The greatest challenge, for athletes at both clubs, was the difficulty
with language. This struggle impacted matters as serious as their work contract or as
simple as fulfilling basic needs. Language problems also impacted the soccer
environment and particularly communication on the field; my findings suggest that it was
furthermore a barrier that hampered team performance
Some of the athletes even indicated that the reason they could not improve
personal performance was because of their inability to speak the language. This aspect
illustrates the severe consequences of the athletes’ language problems and suggests that
the athletes experienced acculturative stress. These findings confirm previous research
from Paige and Goode (2009), Zaharna (2009), and Lueck and Wilson (2011). The
scholars found that English language proficiency was a significant predictor for low
acculturative stress, and poor English skills were a predictor for high acculturative stress,
which in turn influenced personal performance.
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As a result, because the athletes’ English proficiency was so limited, they may not
have adjusted easily towards an orientation of integration, but rather towards separation.
This may apply especially to those foreign athletes who had lived in the United States for
several years, and yet still did not speak English well. The comments about players who
formed their own “in-group,” which consisted of members from similar cultures within
The Wolves’ team, further support this claim. The formation of the in-group was related
to the exhibition of a favorable bias toward others whom they viewed as similar (Tajfel &
Turner, 1986) and as an overestimation of their in-group members’ successes and
strengths (Turner & Haslam, 2001).
However, a crucial difference existed between the clubs. While The Wolves’
players indicated that language problems resulted in negative consequences for the
team’s cohesion and performance, The Lions’ players indicated that, at least throughout
the 2013 season, language was not even an issue because of their distinctive team culture,
characterized by a strong team cohesion. While the sports do not seem strong enough to
through even the collective interest for success (Hums & MacLean, 2009), social support
is another matter altogether which can provide an important buffering effect on language
problems, and this was indicated by The Lions. In addition, as Lepadatu & Janoski
(2011) had found in the work context, successful teamwork creates bonds between team
members and provides an emotional source of support that can replace even the family.
The lack of necessary language skills also suggests consequences at the level of
the host culture. Several foreign athletes and their American teammates spoke
unexpectedly about daily life challenges with regard to basic needs, including housing,
transportation, grocery shopping, and adjusting to American food. They also addressed
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aspects regarding citizenship, such as social security issues, the U.S. healthcare system,
the tax system, and the financial system. The lack of time to become familiar with these
aspects of American society in advance of their transition, in conjunction with their
limited communication skills, intensified stress levels as they dealt with their problems,
both on and off the field. More than likely their sense of discomfort, resulting from
immersion in an unfamiliar culture, was intensified, and they felt overwhelmed with
having to navigate this new environment alone.
Problems with meeting basic needs, in conjunction with language difficulties,
tended to contribute to feelings often associated with culture shock. This combination can
especially promote feelings of loneliness and helplessness (Blodgett et al. 2014; 2003;
Richardson et al. 2012). The athletes became very frustrated and began to exhibit
characteristics reflecting their stress level, and as a result their professional performance
suffered. This finding supports my hypothesis that the lack of fluency in English is the
main stressor faced by foreign professional athletes.
In addition to the struggle with language problems and basic needs, the athletes
discussed missing their families and experiencing independence for the first time. In
accordance with Safdar, Lay, and Struther (2003), acculturative stress often involves the
loss of traditional patterns of support. Hence, these findings suggest that the athletes’
experiences of acculturation stress were intensified as a result of their lack of local family
support. This may be especially true for athletes from rather collectivistic cultures, where
sociability, empathy, and interdependence are valued and expected from their in-group
members (Gomez, 2003) - in this case their teammates. They may also expect their “in-
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group” (i.e., teammates and coaches) to take care of them and provide them with a sense
of belonging (Zhang, Mandl, & Wang, 2011).
Due to their tendency towards collectivism, South Americans in particular may
expect “in-groups” to support them in times of need (Gomez, 2003). This aspect may
explain why the group of players with the same language background formed their own
in-group within The Wolves; they sought to establish a support system as a coping
mechanism for acculturation difficulties (see also Chapter 4). Their American teammates,
who tended to have strong individualistic values, placed more importance on selforientation, uniqueness, and autonomy. The Americans tended to look after themselves
and their immediate families only, and would not be aware of the tremendous need to
offer social support to their foreign teammates (Gomez, 2003).
Family also played an important role for players coming from collectivistic
cultures (Campbell & Sonn, 2009; Pummell, Harwood, & Lavallee, 2008). Players who
relocated with their families tended to adjust more smoothly than those who moved
without their families and who consequently experienced more stress. The Lions avoided
this stress with a team liaison who seemed to have supplied an important buffering
function for these players. As their comments suggested, not only did the liaison help
them with whatever they needed, but he also substituted, to some extent, for their missing
family and “in-group” by being available to help them every day and by taking care of
their psychological and practical needs. Since social support influences the ability to
adjust and can be associated with important coping mechanisms (Poyrazli & Grahame,
2007), this aspect was independently addressed in Chapter 4.
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I further hypothesized that the risk of injuries hinders the foreign athletes’
acculturation process. While none of the professional athletes interviewed for this study
faced major injuries, those with minor injuries noted that their primary concern was the
inability to practice their skills, and the requirement to win back playing time.
Consequently, these comments seem to confirm this hypothesis and suggest not
surprisingly that major injuries would be potential major stressors for professional
foreign athletes.
Stress ultimately influences the acculturation process. This study revealed that
among all the major stressors faced by the professional foreign athletes, the most
prevalent ones were difficulties with language and meeting basic needs. The foreign
players from rather collectivistic cultures on The Wolves team in particular seemed to be
at a high risk for serious consequences due to a lack of support from their teammates and
coaches, and the absence of any sort of team liaison.

266

Conclusion
Individuals who are undergoing the process of acculturation experience stress.
Acculturation stress involves symptoms of anxiety, helplessness, and irritability (Church,
1982), and may become a risk factor for serious adjustment difficulties and depression
(Constantine, Okazaki, & Utsey, 2004), with the result of negative consequences on the
athlete’s sports efficacy and achievement (Trninić et al., 2011). Therefore, identifying
acculturation stressors was crucial to this study. The findings of both samples
demonstrated that both groups of elite athletes faced stressors at the levels of the host
culture and the team. While their main challenges will be further explained and compared
below, they are also summarized in Table 6.1.
Both groups of elite athletes discussed having to take care of themselves for the
first time. While most student-athletes perceived this independence as an opportunity,
they were not limited by communication difficulties, whereas many of the professional
athletes struggled with severe language deficiencies and the ability to meet the most basic
needs. In fact, most of the needs of the foreign student-athletes who participated in this
study were met by their respective institutions. For example, their full scholarships
covered university costs (tuition, fees, and books), campus housing, and meal plans on
campus (Laura, personal communication, April 23, 2014). The professional athletes, on
the other hand, struggled primarily because of their inability to speak English. This
hindrance sometimes led to financial hardships, such as poor credit, which resulted from
the lack of any realization that they needed to pay taxes or monthly bills.
Language problems were not as severe among the student-athletes as among the
professional athletes. The international student-athletes had to pass the TOEFL (Test of
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English as a Foreign Language), with a test score of 75 out of 120 maximum points, as a
pre-requisite for attending school (Laura, personal communication, April 23, 2014). This
test is for reading, listening, speaking, and writing skills (Educational Testing Service,
2014), and thus ensures a certain level of proficiency with English. Professional athletes,
on the other hand, are signed simply because of their abilities on the field.
While the student athletes were able to improve their English skills significantly,
the professional athletes were not (see Chapter 4). Hence, not surprisingly, the studentathletes hardly mentioned any language problems within the context of their sports
environment, whereas the professional athletes experienced major language barriers that
hampered their role on the team and ultimately their performance on the field. Their
personal performance therefore suffered and, most likely as a consequence, their teams’
performance also suffered. These findings suggest that whereas most of the studentathletes did not perceive any of their challenges as major, the professional athletes felt
overwhelmed by stressors related to their language difficulties and inability to meet basic
needs.
Another potential stressor was injuries, which were experienced as a major
challenge by a few of the foreign student-athletes during their first year; in fact one of
them returned home because of an injury. Injuries may be a major stressor during the
acculturation process of foreign athletes when they hamper high expectations for personal
performance (De Vasconcellos, Ribeiro, & Dimeo, 2009; Hanton, Fletcher, & Coughlan,
2005), and may even result in a return to their home country. Since none of the
professional athletes I spoke to were seriously injured during their first season, they were
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more affected by stressors such as the higher level of competition on the team and the
little amount of contract security.
The challenges of the professional foreign athletes differed from those
experienced by the student-athletes in regard to the stress involved with keeping their
contracts and trying to improve contracts for the upcoming season. The ability to adjust
depends not only on the individual, but also on many aspects of their physical and social
context (Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007). Their support system, whether their families or club
administration or both, may play an even more important role in their acculturation. Not
surprisingly, one of the staff members commented, “If you want a perfect scenario, a club
needs to hire somebody who at least knows the culture and can speak the language that
could help them adapt and that’s outside everything that’s going on with training and
games, just to help them understand, help them orient themselves to a new living
environment” (Luke, personal communication, December 10, 2014). As suggested by the
case with The Lions, the team’s cohesion had a positive influence on the foreign athletes'
abilities to deal with actual and potential stressors. This factor further supports the
findings from Chapter 4, which indicate that social support can have an important
buffering function on psychosocial stress. This aspect may be particularly important for
an understanding of the foreign athlete’s acculturation process from an action-oriented
perspective in order to identify aspects, policies, and practices that will assist with a
smooth transition.
In summary, the findings from both groups of elite athletes demonstrate that the
professional athletes seemed to face more potential and actual stressors than the studentathletes. The difficulties they faced with basic English were exacerbated by their
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problems with fulfilling basic needs. An understanding of their challenges may lead to
solutions that will assist these athletes in their transition. Potential solutions and
recommendations are offered in Chapter 7.
Table 6.1
Major challenges of student athletes & professional athletes
Sports environment

Macro level

Beginning of
year/season

Beginning of
year/season

End of
year/season

Home support system
End of
year/season

Beginning of
year/season

End of
year/season

Student Athletes

Busy Schedule/Time Management/Academic Demands
Lack of time
to communicate with
home

Language
difficulties in
classwork
Role conflict between being student & athlete

Feeling
homesick
due to being
injured or
being less
busy

Professional Athletes

Sporting demands

Language
difficulties in
communication on the
field paired
with lack of
support by
team

Language
difficulties to
improve
personal
performance
& communication on the
field

Language
difficulties for
basic needs in
daily life

Other foreign
athletes’
attitudes
towards
learning
English &
negative team
dynamics

First time to
take care of
self in
combination
with new
financial
system (i.e.
taxes,
healthcare)

Struggle with
being alone &
away from
family

Travel distance/
adjustment to
various
climates

Basic needs in daily lives, i.e.
housing & transportation
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSION
In today’s sports landscape, cross-cultural teams have become a phenomenon
among both professional teams and teams at the college level. Incoming foreign athletes
experience an acculturation process which is scarcely understood. In spite of abrupt
moves to a different country, and that such moves abroad are life-changing, these athletes
are expected to perform at a high level with immediate success. Compounding the
overwhelming nature of the transition is the added factor that team positions and playing
time must be won through competition with their colleagues. For the professional
athletes, success and failure is far more public than for more traditional transnational
migrants. Stress is also magnified by the nature of team compositions, which are fluid
and frequently change.
Because the labor migration of athletes performing in top level sports is a constant
in today’s globalized world, sports organizations should be aware of the adjustment
process which impacts the foreign athlete’s ability to perform well as a player (Agergaard
& Botelho, 2010). Nonetheless, little is known about how foreign athletes adjust
(Weedon, 2012). Only a few studies have been conducted in the field of transnational
sports migrants. Hence, I chose to analyze the cultural and personal processes taking
place when these athletes move to the United States, and to identify factors which help
and/or hinder the foreign athletes in their acculturation process. These factors allow for a
better understanding of the foreign athletes’ acculturation from an action-oriented
perspective which should explain how to assist them in their transition and by which I
may propose recommendations for conditions to facilitate a smooth adjustment period.
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The Foreign Student-Athletes
While most student-athletes do not have any previous intercultural experiences,
they are very engaged in their host culture by taking classes, living on campus, and
sharing a room or apartment with an American and/or other international peer(s). This
contact seems to explain the significant progression in their cultural learning because,
according to Sam and Berry (2006), these friendships not only enhance cultural learning
but also further support the theory that the acculturation process, like integration, is a
dynamic, continuous two-way process of mutual accommodation that demands the
participation of not only the immigrants but also the residents (Berry, 2008). Due to this
finding, I developed a hypothesis for Phase II of the research stating that engaging in the
host culture by spending time with teammates inside and outside the sports environment
facilitates an orientation towards integration.
The majority of student-athletes indicated that they were consciously aware of
their own personal adjustment, and they noticed cultural differences on a fairly deep
level. For example, they observed differences in communication and socio-cultural
norms; they realized the importance of recognizing these differences; and they
understood the significance of integration. They deepened their knowledge of the culture
and seemed to make efforts, on a conscious level, to integrate themselves. Sam and Berry
(2006) observed that those who have contact that is more extensive with host nationals,
and who are satisfied with these relationships, will experience fewer problems with
socio-cultural adaptation. This finding led to the development of the Phase II hypothesis,
experiencing changes in cultural knowledge and behavior on a conscious level facilitates
an orientation towards integration for professional athletes.
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My results also indicated that all student-athletes emphasized that they stay
in touch with home on a daily basis, via different kinds of technology and social media,
which led to the development of the hypothesis, foreign athletes’ families play a central
role in foreign players’ acculturation.
The majority of student-athletes did not experience many major challenges, such
as struggling with significant language difficulties or homesickness. Only athletes who
were injured struggled with homesickness, which is a particularly emotional stressor.
Since stressful experiences may become risk factors for serious adjustment difficulties,
even to the point of depression (Constantine, Okazaki, & Utsey, 2004), I recommend
inclusion in extraneous team activities, especially during periods of inactivity due to
injury or during the off-season. The fact that the two student-athletes who struggled with
English the most returned home may imply that once a low level of fluency has been
identified, extra support in the form of tutoring should be made mandatory to increase
proficiency as rapidly as possible. Based on this finding, I developed the hypothesis that
the lack of fluency in English is their main stressor for professional athletes, which was
then tested in Phase II of the study.
The majority of athletes indicated that their main stressors related to extremely
busy schedules and resolving potential role conflicts between being students and athletes,
especially since their eligibility to participate in sporting competitions was contingent on
their academic grades (Remaining Eligible - NCAA, 2014). In accordance with KilleyaJones (2005), I propose that the university should put more emphasis on developing a
solution for the apparent conflict between the two roles. The reality of multiple practices

273

and time-consuming competitions in conjunction with academic responsibilities has
evolved into a schedule that is overwhelming for the majority of student-athletes.
Specifically, universities could ensure that student-athletes have enough time to
complete their academic requirements. The schools could further assist them by pairing
them up with two peers: one who understands the duality of the two roles and can help
them succeed academically, and the other, preferably from the same or similar culture,
who is already integrated, is culturally sensitive, and can support them in their
acculturation process.
In accordance with Goff (2011) who studied the transition from high school to
college, peer-mentoring may be particularly suitable since mentees are most likely to
identify with peers who can empathize with their situation since they have been in the
same situation not too long ago. In addition, mentors are more likely to empathize for the
same reasons, especially in light of the potential role- conflict of being a student and an
athlete. Peer-mentoring may particulary helpful since my findings indicate that the
foreign student-athletes’ peers may play a crucial role, even a role of substitution, when
the student-athletes are dealing with homesickness and lack the time to communicate
with home.
Aside from emphasizing their peers’ social support, most student-athletes pointed
out the importance of bonding with other individual teammates, as well as the importance
of creating a team culture characterized by strong team cohesion. This result further
supports the decisive role of the team in the foreign athlete’s acculturation process.
Mentoring the incoming foreign athletes may also be crucial in order to provide them
with knowledge of their new roles and program expectations, as well as with the
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necessary skills and attitudes to succeed. As a consequence, mentoring may decrease
acculturative stress (Mazerolle, Bowman & Dodge, 2014; Schinke et al., 2011).
Furthermore, if the mentors are teammates, they might be able to build the confidence of
the foreign athletes and strongly facilitate integration into their new teams and host
culture (Crisp & Cruz, 2009). Due to the significance of this finding, I developed an
additional hypothesis stating that strong team cohesion facilitates the acculturation
process for professional athletes.
The Foreign Professional Athletes
In contrast to the student-athletes, the professional athletes seemed to acculturate
in a more difficult context. While some of them had lived abroad before, their depth level
of engagement in the previous host culture and the extent of their other intercultural
experiences remains largely unknown. After moving to the United States, the athletes in
this study demonstrated an interest in learning about American culture, however, their
cultural learning was minimal, which partially supports my hypothesis that experiencing
changes in cultural knowledge & behavior on a conscious level facilitates integration.
Even though the context of acculturation as experienced by the student-athlete and
the professional athlete is very different, one of the inferences which may be drawn from
the study with the student-athletes, which would support a smooth acculturation for the
professional athletes, pertains to the athlete's level of engagement in the host culture.
Phase I had indicated that the student-athletes' engagement in American culture on a
rather deep level, through taking classes, living on campus, sharing rooms and/or
apartments with peers, and engaging in various on-campus activities, supported a smooth
adjustment process for the athletes. Professional leagues/clubs may therefore want to
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consider supporting the newly incoming foreign athletes with housing specifically located
in the same neighborhood where some of their peers live.
As culturally-sensitive knowledge is closely intertwined with, and reciprocally
influenced by, an individual’s attitude, cultural knowledge can lead to an open-minded
attitude that supports smooth acculturation (Ting-Toomey, 2009). To this end, the entire
team could be exposed to cultural-sensitivity knowledge through training, which could
include education on the benefits of diversity to help them acquire a better understanding
of how the team benefits from that diversity (Stura & Lepadatu, 2014).
Furthermore, their proficiency in English seemed to be much lower than their
student counterparts, and once they realized they were moving to the United States, they
lacked time to study the language. The lack of fluency fostered a tendency to experience
new life challenges as rather threatening. Their difficulties with English were exacerbated
by problems fulfilling even basic needs and impacted them in their athletic environment.
In addition, while the student athletes’ English skills seemed to further improve their
English language skills significantly in speaking, reading and writing during their first
year in the United States, the professional athletes’ English language skills did not. These
results support my hypothesis that the lack of fluency in English is a main stressor since
these particularly stressful experiences most likely played a central role in the
acculturation process and potentially caused serious adjustment difficulties (Constantine
et al., 2004).
Since one‘s fluency in the language of the host culture is also associated with
increased interaction with its members (Sam & Berry, 2006), one recommendation for
facilitating a smooth adjustment for the foreign professional athletes would include
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providing mandatory language classes, stipulated in the work contract, at the club several
times a week on a regular basis. Furthermore, as long as needed, a team liaison who can
assist with translations would support a smooth acculturation of the foreign athletes.
As the study with the student athletes-has shown, a deep level of engagement,
which specifically includes English classes, can greatly contribute to the significant
improvement of their English skills. The results also indicated, however, that improving
their English skills will depend on their personal attitude toward learning English.
The expectations of the foreign athlete must be aligned with his perceived value to
the team. Management needs to consider how to maximize the benefits of diversity while
minimizing costs. Although the value of diversity can be underestimated, diversity
management can also be inefficient if the value is overestimated, in which case too much
is invested and costs are overinflated (Yang & Konrad, 2011). For example, if clubs are
faced with a decision between two foreign athletes who offer the same level of expertise
in terms of their soccer skills, the player whose English is better might be the better
choice for recruitment.
Nonetheless, providing language courses at the club would contribute to the
athletes’ performance. As the results have shown, language problems on the field had
negative consequences not only on the individual’s performance, but also on the success
of the team. In addition, during the initial transitional phase when English proficiency
would be lowest, the players need 24-hour access to a bilingual specialist who is available
to support the athletes in their transition, assist them with their basic needs, and help them
in the event of an emergency.
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Furthermore, the findings suggest a strong correlation between the foreign
athletes’ acculturation and their performance success. The relationship seems to go both
ways. Performance success, which was a constant struggle, seemed to have a major
influence on the athletes’ acculturation. The challenges associated with acculturation
seemed to be magnified in the event of injury. The results indicated that if their
performance were not higher than, or at least equal to, the expected level of coaches and
management, they were more likely to face homesickness. Homesickness for country,
family, and friends is a particularly emotionally taxing stressor (Church, 1982).
Nevertheless, since the athletes were very driven to succeed, even in the midst of
particularly serious stressors, they accepted their difficulties because they were grateful
for the opportunity to advance their careers.
Other potential stressors were financial hassles and contract security. Whereas the
student-athletes enjoyed a measure of security through the protection of their scholarship
through the NCAA, some professional foreign players had so-called “semi-guaranteed
contracts,” which meant that MLS could cancel their contracts any day up until July 1st.
In accordance with existing literature on temporary workers (Lepadatu & Janoski, 2011;
Rogers, 2000), such a condition further adds to the experience of new life challenges as
threatening; hence the uncertainty, the pressure to perform well, and the stress of fitting
in with the team may be experienced as a crisis situation.
The Lions experienced strong team cohesion, more successfully integrated their
foreign players, and enjoyed performance success during the 2013 season. Since team
cohesion and performance influence each other (Carron, Hausenblas, & Eys 2005; Stura,
2014) and, as this study has found, team cohesion influences the foreign athlete’s
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integration, an indirect relationship between acculturation and team performance is
suggested. This study also found a relationship between acculturation and individual
performance that may go both ways. While their personal performance influenced the
foreign athletes’ acculturation process, their acculturation difficulties off the field also
increased their stress level and resulted in a negative impact on their performance on the
field.

Figure 7.1.
Acculturation of the foreign elite athlete; main influences and effects (source; author)
The support of the team seemed to be crucial to the acculturation process and may
have been the key for the successful acculturation of foreign teammates among The
Lions, who illustrated that the barrier of language could be overcome through a team
culture with a strong support system for each other and strong team cohesion. Athletes
and staff both welcomed the new players and offered a diverse array of social support,
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which was both formal and informal. The strong team cohesion also positively influenced
the foreign athletes' ability to deal with both actual and potential stressors, and indicated
that a team’s social support can provide an important buffering function and hence
supports my hypothesis, stating that strong team cohesion facilitates the acculturation
process.
Furthermore, the foreign athletes emphasized the importance fo having family
members nearby or staying in touch with them on a daily basis, which supports my
hypothesis that foreign athletes’ families play a central role in foreign players’
acculturation. They also highlighted the tremendous support they received from other
teammates who were from the same/similar culture, and from the team liaison, who was
not only bilingual in English and Spanish, but also bicultural, and could easily empathize
with the difficulties being faced by the foreign athletes. Teams with foreign players, who
are well-established and fully integrated and are from the same/similar culture as the new
foreign athlete, may offer additional support by setting up a mentor/protégé relationship
between the athletes. As this case study has shown, organizational support seems to play
a crucial role in the acculturation of foreign athletes.
The findings of this study suggest that the potential negative effects of diversity,
such as the increased potential for conflict, can be overcome (Simsarian, Webber &
Donahue, 2001; Kirkman et al., 2004). In accordance with Lepadatu & Janoski’s (2011)
study, which was conducted in the business context, my findings suggest that wellfunctioning teamwork creates bonds between diverse team members and provides an
emotional source of support that may be strong enough to fill the role of the foreign
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athletes’ families. This finding also seems to indicate that social support can have an
important buffering function on psychosocial stress (Safdar, Lay, & Struthers, 2003).
Furthermore, Ely and Thomas (2001) found that employees who work in
organizations where diversity was valued and foreigners were fully integrated perceived
cultural differences as a potential source of insight and skill. Homan et al. (2007)
indicated that group members with pro-diversity beliefs interact in a more positive
manner with one another. In line with these studies, my study indicates that adequate
support structures seem to be crucial for acculturation success, whereas the lack of them
can result in poor cross-cultural adjustment.
In the same vein, the majority of professional athletes with The Lions seemed to
have an orientation toward integration, whereas the majority of foreign athletes with The
Wolves seemed to have an orientation toward separation. The athletes’ engagement in the
host culture by spending time with teammates from dissimilar cultures in- and outside the
sport environment facilitated an orientation towards integration, which supports my
hypothesis. For players with The Wolves, such separation may have implied severe
consequences as it may have affected not only their stress level during acculturation, but
also their performance on the field. The support structures of the team again seem to be
of utmost importance for the successful acculturation of foreign athletes.
In addition, Campbell et al. (2009) reported that the combination of cultural
maintenance and contact-participation appeared to enhance the likelihood of adaptation
and settlement. To ensure cultural maintenance with the home support system, as
suggested by Schinke et al. (2011), the administration should make sure the athletes stay
in touch with home, with a time set for phone /Skype talks. In addition, encouraging the
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athletes to cultivate their home culture by offering specific information as to where they
could find other nationals and their communities, as well as their ethnic food, would give
them some stability.
Finally, engaging with teammates from their home cultural group can also
facilitate simultaneous cultural maintenance and integration into the host culture.
According to Campbell et al. (2009), freedom to engage in their own culture will help
them engage more freely, as time progresses, with individuals outside of their home
culture group. On the other hand, too many athletes from the same culture may be prone
to create their own in-group within the team if appropriate support is not established, as
happened with The Wolves. This seems to be especially the case for athletes from
collectivistic cultures, since individuals from rather collectivistic countries value
belonging to “in groups” that take care of them that may differ significantly from those
from individualistic cultures, such as the United States, who tend to look after themselves
and their direct family’s immediate needs (Zhang, Mandl, & Wang, 2011). Furthermore,
these results are in line with the study by Zhang and Goodson (2011), who suggested that
if the athletes' home culture is similar to the host culture, or if they have been to a similar
culture before, negative team dynamics are less likely to develop, such as in- and outgroups, and as a result the athletes may experience a less stressful acculturation.

Broader Impact and Intellectual Merit
The circulation of highly-skilled professionals between countries creates new
patterns for migration. The traditional expat is disappearing and being replaced by the
nomadic worker with frequent circulation and migration that is short-term instead of
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long-term to meet the challenges of international business in today’s globalized world
(Beaverstock, 2005). As extreme cases may offer lessons which transcend professions
and from which to learn a great deal (Patton, 2002), studying the acculturation process of
foreign athletes in the United States offers important insights into the dynamics of diverse
work teams under high performance pressures.
As trans-national migration is increasing among professional expats, international
students, and other contract and temporary workers, this study offers implications for
non-sport team settings. Such teams might include a high-performance team where the
pressure to perform is immediate, or a highly diverse team where a common goal is
shared and task completion requires a high amount of interdependence, even if the team
exists for only a short time period. These findings may refer not only to foreign athletes,
but also to foreign professionals who need an understanding of group dynamics and an
understanding of the acculturation process. Since extreme cases may offer lessons from
which to learn a great deal (Patton, 2002), this study of highly-skilled foreign athletes
offers important insights for any diverse work teams.
As no systematic structures of support for incoming foreign athletes seem to be
currently available, this study’s findings benefit not only the athletes, but also the global
professional sports community, in many ways. The practical implications of this study are
that it may be used to specifically address the problems which have been discussed.
While more research is still needed, team management and coaches may learn how to
strategically implement practices and policies based on the findings my study revealed.
As the results of this research indicate, applying the recommended suggestions for
improvement may even help improve foreign athletes’ performance on the field. To
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abstain use of the valuable assets of foreign athletes, the assessment of foreign athletes’
acculturation, whereby difficulties are identified and the influences necessary for a
smooth acculturation are defined, may ultimately contribute to the success of the clubs.
Furthermore, inferences may be drawn and applied for the successful management of
teams in other countries.
This study provided an in-depth understanding of how to assist foreign athletes
with a smooth adjustment, how to assist their teams with preventing foreign athlete
attrition, and how to promote overall teamwork and cohesion. Furthermore, this study
gave important insight into the limitations of the foreign athlete’s athletic environment,
with strategies and techniques to support the acculturation process. Understanding this
process will help the teams to facilitate a smooth acculturation experience for the athletes.
To result in better athletic (and academic) performances by international athletes,
this study also assists in the recruitment of athletes. For example, recruiters should
consider potential candidates’ English skills, the depth of previous intercultural
experiences, the duration of time abroad, as well as the athletes’ attitudes and motivations
for this move.
In addition, this study revealed that the sports team can become the foreign
athlete's primary group, a role that is mostly ascribed to the individual’s family (Delaney
& Madigan, 2009). The athlete’s new teammates and leadership can substitute for the role
of the family by serving the foreign athlete’s express needs, including friendship,
companionship, and emotional support and ultimately becoming the people to whom they
are closest in the new country. This finding is contradictory to Andersen & Taylor (2007),
who considered sports teams as a secondary group which is less significant with regard to
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emotional impact since they serve instrumental needs. However, the scholars do
acknowledge that they can take on the characteristics of primary groups in situations of
high stress or crisis.
In addition to social ramifications, the team as a primary group may potentially
have a powerful influence on an individual’s identity negotiation during the acculturation
process. Since adapting to a different culture is very complex, given that one's identity is
continuously negotiated (Orbe & Harris, 2008), primary groups play an important role
throughout this process. They shape an individual’s self-concept and social identity, and
help the athlete to negotiate the social and physical environment (Delaney & Madigan,
2009). Consequently, the team's influence on the foreign athlete's successful socialization
into the new culture may be crucial.
Ward, Bochner, and Furnham (2006) stated that first-hand contact produces
changes in attitudes, values, and behaviors, and may eventually result in changes in
cultural identity. Accordingly, the foreign athletes’ team members serve as their firsthand contact with individuals of the new culture, and thus may assume the main role in
teaching the foreign athletes how to function in the new society. They may also support
the athletes in developing their social identity (Delaney & Madigan, 2009). Ultimately,
team members become the agents of socialization in the acculturation process.

Limitations
Phase I: The Study with the Foreign Student-Athletes
The limitations in Phase I of my study pertained to the study sample. Since only
three athletes were from the Research I university in the city center with strong sports
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traditions, I was not able to draw any clear conclusions regarding performance pressure in
comparison with their peers at the comprehensive university in the suburbs and at the
public university in the countryside. However, Nastya from Russia, who was a studentathlete at the Research I university, had returned home after her first semester. Although
her personal reasons for returning home are unknown, she indicated struggles with her
English which were greater than those of the others. Since this study revealed a struggle
with the conflicting roles of student and athlete, the intensity of the struggle may be
higher at Research Universities due to additional pressures. A comparison of universities
based on a larger sample size of foreign student-athletes from a Research I university
should be considered in a future study to explore potential differences in the studentathletes' acculturation.
In addition, my sample included only one foreign student-athlete, Tom, who
practiced a revenue-generating sport, i.e., American football, where the graduation rates
tend to be lower than the average student-athlete body as well as lower than the college
average (Gutting, March 15, 2012). Tom did not respond to my inquiry for a follow-up
interview. While foreign student-athletes tend to have statistically significant higher
graduation rates than their domestic peers (Kitsos, 2012), it remains unclear whether the
graduation rates of foreign student-athletes performing in revenue-generating sports
significantly differs from those in other sports, and also whether their acculturation
process differs significantly. Consequently, this aspect needs to be investigated in a future
study.
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Phase II: The Study with the Foreign Professional Athletes
In Phase II, one of the limitations refers to the second round of interviews with
The Wolves. I was able to interview only a few of the foreign athletes and their
teammates. It was my impression that only those athletes who had experienced a positive
acculturation process “wanted to be interviewed” anyway, as they all indicated positive
acculturation experiences. Furthermore, negative experiences encountered by the
remainder who had no desire to be interviewed were reported by their teammates.
While interviews with the head coaches had been planned during the final round
of interviews, neither coach was available at the time of the interview, for significant,
although confidential, reasons. Because the coach sets the example of positively
acknowledging a team’s cultural diversity (Adler & Gundersen, 2007; Stura & Lepadatu,
2014), the coaches' perspectives would have been of major importance. Team leadership
is crucial to the balance between the advantages of diversity, such as increased creativity
and different perspectives, and the disadvantages, such as increased conflict, a lower
level of commitment, and less cohesion (Kirkman et al., 2004; Simsarian et al., 2001).
And lastly, while the student-athletes had to pass not only the TOEFL but also the
SAT, the education level of most of the professional athletes was not assessed and hence
remains unknown. Previous research found that a lower education level is a predictor for
marginalization or separation (Berry 1992; Kim & Berry, 1985; Pham & Harris, 2001),
whereas an increased education level tends to make acculturating individuals more aware
of their hardship, and thus predicts an integration strategy (Kim & Berry, 1985; Pham &
Harris, 2001). While the majority of American soccer players have attended college and
in some cases earned a college degree, their education level is rather unique in the general
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world of soccer (Markovits & Hellerman, 2014). Because the foreign athletes’
educational levels may impact their acculturation process, this aspect should be
considered in future research.
Future Research
As previously stated, an increased level of education makes acculturating
individuals more aware of how to overcome their hardship (Kim & Berry, 1985) and
tends to predict an integration strategy (Pham & Harris, 2001). Hence, in a future study
this aspect should be explored. In addition, low playing time and poor performance have
been linked to homesickness and needs to be further investigated. In particular, when
playing time becomes a primary challenge for the athletes as the result of an injury, the
impact of acculturation stress increases.
Further research is needed to determine whether gender differences affect the
acculturation process of foreign athletes, since previous studies have indicated that
women are more inclined to integrate themselves into other cultures, especially Western
culture (Hamid, Simmonds, & Bowles, 2009; Zhang et al., 2011). In addition, both
samples in this study consisted of athletes who compete on teams. Aside from the team
sports of soccer and American football, student-athletes who compete in U.S. college
individual sports still compete as part of a team. Whether the acculturation process of
elite foreign athletes participating in solely individual sports would differ from those
participating on teams is a matter for future research.
The attitudes of domestic teammates towards incoming foreign athletes could also
be factored in more robustly in future research, as their attitudes and behaviors seem to
have an important impact on the acculturation process of the foreign players. The
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coaches' perspectives should also be included since leadership is key in the appreciation
of diversity among team members (Adler & Gundersen, 2007; Stura & Lepadatu, 2014).
A future study could consider the cultural aspects of the relationships between team
leadership and athletes, such as, for example, by utilizing Hofstede’s dimension of
"power distance" (2001). As previous research has indicated, if the leadership sets the
example of a positive acknowledgment of the team’s cultural diversity, differing
perspectives, and potential for innovation, positive attitudes might resultoverall and could
be a great asset to the team.
In addition, the role of the agent has received little attention (Richardson et al.,
2012), even though his role may be quite significant because of his opportunity to
understand the foreign athletes’ prerequisites and potential challenges, and thus prepare
them accordingly. In addition, he may act as an advocate to negotiate conditions that
enable the athletes an adequate support system that will enable them to perform at their
highest level. Also, in the event any problems arise, he may further negotiate for
additional/different support for the players. The Major League Soccer Players Union
could possibly serve in the role of advocate for these athletes.
Based on the findings of this study, a program could be developed to maximize
the probability that players will make a successful transition to professional athletics, and
to address any problems which arise during cross-cultural transitions. Because this study
was not able to quantify the relative importance with which various influences impacted
the athletes’ acculturation and performance, a follow-up study which would include all of
the clubs should be considered in order to measure the weight and importance of different
influences in more detail. While this study has shown that the IDI may not be an adequate
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instrument to assess the foreign professional athletes’ acculturation, a mixed method
approach could be applied, including semi-structured interviews that are transformed into
binary data.
Although research on the psychology of acculturation started in 1918 with
Thomas and Znanieckis (Rudmin, 2009), few studies pertaining specifically to elite
foreign athletes have been conducted. This study was a first step toward identifying
various features of acculturation as it pertains to specific groups, but more studies with
bigger sample sizes are needed. However, Flybjerg (2011) argued that one can often
generalize on the basis of a single case; the “force of example” (p. 305) is often
underestimated, especially since the structures and conditions for incoming athletes at the
student level are centrally regulated by the NCAA. In the case of professional soccer
players, the centralized organizational structure of MLS would also suggest that the clubs
are very similar. Furthermore, since the composition of the selected teams is typical of
that in various other leagues, many inferences may be drawn, not only to other clubs in
MLS, but also to other leagues worldwide.
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APPENDIX A
Consent Form
I agree to participate in the research project entitled “The effective foreign athlete,“
which is being conducted by Claudia Stura (cstura@kennesaw.edu), doctoral candidate,
Dr. Darina Lepadatu (dlepadat@kennesaw.edu, phone: 770 423 6953), and Dr. Brandon
Lundy (blundy@kennesaw.edu, phone: 678 797-2893), Kennesaw State University. I
understand that this participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw my consent at any
time without penalty.
The following points have been explained to me:
1. The purpose of this study is to better understand the cultural and personal processes
taking place when foreign professional athletes move to the United States.
Furthermore, the project will explore the acculturation effects and influences on the
athletes’ abilities to perform optimally. Aside foreign athletes, teammates, coaches and
management will be interviewed.
2. There are no direct benefits for the participants. However, the study will represent a
major contribution to the research on professional athletes’ acculturation.
3. Participation entails no known risks.
4. The procedures are as follows: After being asked to take part in the study, the
interview will be conducted in person. The researcher will take notes during the
interview. Afterwards you may be contacted by the researcher via email or in person
in case of the need for follow up. The interview will take approximately 30 minutes.
5. You might feel some potential discomfort when discussing certain topics. Please feel
free to skip a question if you feel uncomfortable at any point during the interview or to
stop your participation in the study.
6. The results of participation in this study will be kept confidential and will not be
released in any individually identifiable form. The data will be stored in the PhD
student's locked desk at home. The interviews will be destroyed after the completion of
the project.
7. Only participants aged 18 and over may participate in the study.
I agree to the digital recording of my interview by the researcher: ______ (fill in initials)
______________________________________________________
Signature of Participant, Date
______________________________________________________
Signature of Translator/Interpreter, Date
______________________________________________________
Signature of Investigator, Date
________________________________________________________________________
Research at Kennesaw State University that involves human participants is carried out
under the oversight of an Institutional Review Board. Questions or problems regarding
these activities should be addressed to the Institutional Review Board, Kennesaw State
University, 1000 Chastain Road, #0112, Kennesaw, GA 30144-5591, (678) 797-2268.

325

Interview guide for the incoming foreign professional athletes –
first round of interviews
Demographics
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What is your date of birth?
Which team are you on?
What is your country of origin?
What is your primary language?
From which countries do you have a passport?

Interview questions
Language commonality
1.
Do you have other players with the same primary language on your team?
Personal motivations for move
2.
What are your main motivations for coming to the US?
[follow up:] If you have several reasons, please prioritize your motivations with
“1.” being the most important.
3.
What goals do you hope to achieve during your time in the US?
[follow up:] How do you plan to achieve them?
4.
Are you planning to move back to your home country at some point? Yes No
[If the answer is “yes”:] When? For what reason?
Preparation of move
5.
Did you study English before you came over?
6.
Aside from learning the local language, how else did you prepare for your move?
The cultivation of home ties
7.
What are your feelings about your home country now?
8.
Do you plan to cultivate your home culture? Such as? Do you anticipate a time
when these customs might get in the way of practice/games/traveling?
9.
How important is maintaining your home culture for you?
10. How often do you expect to spend time communicating with people from back
home in the first three months?
11. How important is engaging in the US American culture for you?
[follow up:] How do you plan to handle maintaining home culture while
engaging in new culture?
Expectations of daily life in general
12. Do you expect daily life to be different in the United States from that in your
home country? Please explain.
13. What do you expect to be the greatest challenges of your life in the U.S.?
[If the answer is “yes”:] What kinds of uncertainties and insecurities do you
expect?

326

14.
15.

[follow up:] Do you expect social situations to be frustrating sometimes? [If the
answer is “yes”:] How do you think you will cope with them? Are there aspects
of American culture that you are particularly looking forward to?
Are there aspects that you are too enthusiastic about or that you think you may
dislike?
What in particular would you expect to be personally satisfying about your
life/career in the US?

Personal relationships while in the US / engagement with host culture
16. How do you plan to spend your time outside of your sport team’s environment?
17. With whom do you expect to spend most of your time outside of your sports
team environment? [follow ups:] What is their nationality?
18. Do you have friends or relatives who already live in the US? Yes No
[If the answer is “yes”:] What is their nationality? For how long have they lived
in the US? lived in the US for generations - recently immigrated? How often do
you plan to interact with them?
Expectations of daily life - sports environment
19. Who is your best friend on the team so far? What is their nationality?
20. Would you expect communication to be different with the teammates of your
team in your home country in comparison with your teammates in the US?
Please explain.
21. Do you expect interactions with the team management to be different in the US
in comparison to your home country? Please explain.
Team culture (previous and recent) – differences / similarities and personal preferences
Previous team
22. How did you react when you saw a conflict/misunderstanding among team
members on your former team?
How did your former coach react when he/she saw a conflict/misunderstanding
among team members?
23. How did your former team handle success? (individual and team level)
24. How did your former team handle failure? (individual and team level)
25. Did you have good friends on your former team? Was this/were these
friendship(s) important for you?
Entering team (first impressions)
26. What is your first impression of the coach's vision for the team you are entering?
27. How does he embrace the values that support that vision?
28. How may the coaches go out about to make the athletes embracing the values
underscoring that vision? What do you personally think about the vision and its
implementations? Where do you agree and where don’t you agree?
Comparison of both teams
29. Is communication different with the teammates of your team in your home
country in comparison to your teammates in the US? Please explain.
30. Are interactions with the MLS team management different in comparison to the
team management in your home country? Please explain.

327

31.
32.
33.

How is practice different here in comparison to your home culture?
How do you think practice will be different here in comparison to your home
culture?
Do you expect the application of team rules to be different here? Please explain.

Language and communication skills – in daily life
Indicate your degree of confidence by choosing between
10
100
Basic
Fluent
34. How would you rate your confidence in your ability to understand English?
35. How would you rate your confidence in your ability to speak English?
36. How would you rate your confidence in your ability to read English?
37. How would you rate your confidence in your ability to write English?
38. How easy is it for you to initiate interactions inside and outside the sports
environment?
39. Explain if/ how did the language affect your integration into [host country].
40. How easy is having extended conversations and building relationships inside and
outside the sports environment for you?
41. Will you further work on improving your English skills?
[If the answer is “yes”:] How would you plan to do it?
42. How well do you expect to be able to communicate in English in your first
months?
[follow up:] Which situations do you expect to be rather difficult than others?
43. Aside from language difficulties, would you expect to experience any difficulties
in daily communication? Please explain.
44. How hard is it to understand underlying meanings of messages for you?
45. How hard is it to understand the subtleties and nuances of everyday
communication for you?
46. How easy is interacting with people who communicate very differently for you?
Cultural dimension: Individualism/collectivism (personal value)
47. If you don’t get to play because you were injured or could not play due to other
reasons, was it more disappointing for you because you missed playing time or
because you felt less being part of the team?
48. What is the main purpose of practice? Please prioritize:
- The importance of learning to play as a team.
- Self-improvement.
Previous intercultural experiences
49. In your home team, were there any foreign players on your team? During your
last season, how many of your teammates were foreign?
[If the answer is “yes”:] Did you spend time with them off the field (going out
etc.)? Did you spend time with them off the field on a regular basis?
50. Outside of your sport, did/do you spend spare time with people from other
countries off the field? Did/do you spend time with them on a regular basis?
51. Have you lived in any other countries before?
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52.
53.
54.
55.

[If the answer is “yes”:] Where, when and for how long?
Have you played in any US-Leagues before? [If the answer is “yes”:] Which
leagues? When?
How familiar are you with the US lifestyle? Have you visited the country before?
During your previous time abroad, what were the nationalities of the people you
spent most of your time with?
What did you learn from living in other countries? What were lessons learned?
[If the answer is “yes”:] In what ways have you changed? Please explain.

329

Interview guide for the incoming foreign professional athletes –
second round of interviews
Personal motivations for move
1. Looking back, what goals you had set for yourself in the beginning, did you
achieve during your time in the US?
[If the answer is “yes”:] When? For what reason?
2. What are your plans for the break? Are you going home?
3. What are your plans for the next season?
4. Are you planning to move back to your home country at some point?
Preparation for move
5. What would have helped you in your adjustment if you would have known that
before your move?
The cultivation of home ties
6. What are your feelings about your home country now?
7. How did you cultivate your home culture? How did that help you? Or did it
make you more home sick?
8. How important is maintaining your home culture for you today?
9. How often did you spent time communicating with people from back home?
10. How do you think did your staying in touch with home influence your (new) life
over here?
11. How did you engage in the US American culture?
Daily life in general
12. Is daily life different in the United States from that in your home country? Please
explain.
13. What were your greatest challenges of your life in the U.S.?
14. What kinds of uncertainties and insecurities did you experience?
15. Did you experience social situations as frustrating sometimes? [If the answer is
“yes”:] How did you cope with them?
16. Are there aspects of American culture that you particularly liked?
17. What in particular was personally satisfying about your life/career in the US?
18. Are there aspects that you were too enthusiastic about or that you disliked?
19. If you look back, how did your home sickness develop? When was the hardest
time for you? When was it not as prevalent? Please make examples. When it was
most hardest, what did you do to cope?
Personal relationships while in the US / engagement with host culture
20. Looking back: Did you actually spend your free time the way you had planned it
in the beginning?
21. Did you have friends that lived already in the US? If so, how much were you in
touch with them?
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22.

23.
24.
25.

[follow up:] Did they support you in your adjustment?
With whom have you spent most of your time outside of your sports team
environment? [follow up:] What is their nationality? How much time do you
spend with each other? How close are you to each other?
If you brought over family with you, did they face any difficulties? If so, how
did you handle it?
Did your family at home face any difficulties? If so, how did you handle it?
Who played a central role in your adaptation? How did they influence your
adaptation?

Daily life in the sports environment
26. Who is your best friend on the team? What is their nationality?
27. In which ways is communication different with the teammates of your team in
your home country in comparison to your teammates in the US? Please explain.
28. Are interactions with the MLS team management different in comparison to the
team management in your home country? Please explain.
29. What are major differences between practice/ game in the US versus country of
origin? Do team players interact differently with each other? What did you like?
What didn’t you like?
30. How was the application of team rules different here? Please explain.
31. How did/would (not) having an injury have influenced your acculturation
differently?
Team culture current team
32. Which values does the coach embrace for his team? Describe the team culture.
33. How did your teammates integrate you into the team? Please make examples.
34. How has your coach contributed to your adaptation?
35. Did your sports team support you in your new life over here? How so? How did
they help with the transition?
36. Did you spent time with your teammates outside the sports environment? If so,
how often did you get together and what did you do? How did that develop: Who
inititated those get togethers?
37. Did you experience situations/moments you felt that your team was not
supportive – or made it even harder for you?
Other influencing factors
38. How do you think your busy schedule has influenced your adaptation?
39. How do you think has managing your time influenced your adaptation?
40. Did it ever occur that somebody treated you as inferior –based on your cultural
background? If yes, how did you handle other peoples’ superior behavior? How
do you think, did it influence you in your new life over here?
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Today: Language and communication skills in daily life
Indicate your degree of confidence by choosing between
10
100
Basic
Fluent
41. How would you rate your confidence in your ability to understand English?
42. How would you rate your confidence in your ability to speak English?
43. How would you rate your confidence in your ability to read English?
44. How would you rate your confidence in your ability to write English?
45. How easy is it for you to initiate interactions inside and outside the sports
environment?
46. Explain if/ how did the language affect your integration into the US.
47. How easy is having extended conversations and building relationships inside and
outside the sports environment for you?
[follow up:] In which situations was it rather difficult to communicate in
English?
48. How hard is it to understand the subtleties and nuances of everyday
communication for you?
49. How easy is interacting with people who communicate very differently for you?
Performance
50. At times you felt you didn’t perform as well as you could, did you feel more
homesick?
51. Looking back, how do you think your home sickness did influence your
performance on the field in any way?
52. Looking back, do you think your performance was influenced by your adaptation
process?
Personal development
53. Are you in touch with other foreigners that are not athletes? How would you
compare your first year here to theirs? How would you compare your struggles
with theirs?
54. What did you learn from living here in your first year? What were lessons
learned?
55. After spending this season over here, what would you do differently if you would
move to a new country next season?
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APPENDIX B
Tables & Boxplots 9.1: Wilcoxon-Tests: Language skills of foreign student athletes
Descriptives
Round

N
Obs Variable

Label

Mean

Median

Minimum

Maximum

Std Dev

1

12 Understanding
Speaking
Writing
Reading

Understanding
Speaking
Writing
Reading

80.00
65.00
73.50
76.67

80.00
70.00
72.50
77.50

65.00
30.00
60.00
60.00

95.00
80.00
85.00
95.00

9.29
12.79
8.24
9.37

2

8 Understanding
Speaking
Writing
Reading

Understanding
Speaking
Writing
Reading

86.25
80.00
83.13
89.00

87.50
80.00
82.50
90.00

75.00
75.00
75.00
80.00

95.00
95.00
90.00
97.00

6.41
6.55
6.51
6.16

Understanding skills
Wilcoxon Scores (Rank Sums) for Variable Understanding
Classified by Variable Round
N

Sum of
Scores

Expected
Under H0

Std Dev
Under H0

Mean
Score

1

12

106.50

126.0

12.765084

8.87500

2

8

103.50

84.0

12.765084

12.93750

Round

Average scores were used for ties.
Wilcoxon Two-Sample Test
Statistic

103.5000

Normal Approximation
Z

1.4884

One-Sided Pr > Z

0.0683

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

0.1366

t Approximation
One-Sided Pr > Z

0.0765

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

0.1530

Z includes a continuity correction of 0.5.
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Speaking skills
Wilcoxon Scores (Rank Sums) for Variable Speaking
Classified by Variable Round
N

Sum of
Scores

Expected
Under H0

Std Dev
Under H0

Mean
Score

1

12

84.50

126.0

12.710543

7.041667

2

8

125.50

84.0

12.710543

15.687500

Round

Average scores were used for ties.
Wilcoxon Two-Sample Test
Statistic
125.5000
Normal Approximation
Z
One-Sided Pr > Z
Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

3.2257
0.0006
0.0013

t Approximation
One-Sided Pr > Z
0.0022
Two-Sided Pr > |Z|
0.0045
Z includes a continuity correction of
0.5.
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Writing skills
Wilcoxon Scores (Rank Sums) for Variable Writing
Classified by Variable Round
N

Sum of
Scores

Expected
Under H0

Std Dev
Under H0

Mean
Score

1

12

96.50

126.0

12.765084

8.041667

2

8

113.50

84.0

12.765084

14.187500

Round

Average scores were used for ties.

Wilcoxon Two-Sample Test
Statistic
113.5000
Normal Approximation
Z
One-Sided Pr > Z
Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

2.2718
0.0115
0.0231

t Approximation
One-Sided Pr > Z
Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

0.0175
0.0349

Z includes a continuity correction of 0.5.
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Reading skills
Wilcoxon Scores (Rank Sums) for Variable Reading
Classified by Variable Round
Round

N

Sum of Expected
Scores Under H0

Std Dev
Under H0

Mean
Score

1

12

91.50

126.0

12.755185

7.62500

2

8

118.50

84.0

12.755185

14.81250

Average scores were used for ties.
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Wilcoxon Two-Sample Test
Statistic

118.5000

Normal Approximation
Z

2.6656

One-Sided Pr > Z

0.0038

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

0.0077

t Approximation
One-Sided Pr > Z

0.0076

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

0.0153

Z includes a continuity correction of 0.5.

326

Table 9.2: Wilcoxon-Test: Language skills of foreign professional athletes
Descriptives
Round

N
Obs Variable

Label

Mean

Median

Minimum

Maximum

Std Dev

1

7 Understanding
Speaking
Writing
Reading

Understanding
Speaking
Writing
Reading

74.29
55.71
62.86
65.71

80.00
50.00
50.00
50.00

50.00
30.00
50.00
50.00

90.00
90.00
80.00
100.00

17.18
22.99
16.04
20.70

2

5 Understanding
Speaking
Writing
Reading

Understanding
Speaking
Writing
Reading

86.40
69.00
62.00
72.00

90.00
60.00
50.00
60.00

70.00
50.00
50.00
60.00

95.00
95.00
80.00
100.00

9.86
21.91
16.43
17.89
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Understanding skills
Wilcoxon Scores (Rank Sums) for Variable Understanding
Classified by Variable Round
Round

N

Sum of
Scores

Expected
Under H0

Std Dev
Under H0

Mean
Score

1

7

36.0

45.50

6.059990

5.142857

2

5

42.0

32.50

6.059990

8.400000

Average scores were used for ties.
Wilcoxon Two-Sample Test
Statistic

42.0000

Normal Approximation
Z

1.4852

One-Sided Pr > Z

0.0688

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

0.1375

t Approximation
One-Sided Pr > Z

0.0828

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

0.1656

Z includes a continuity correction of 0.5.
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Speaking skills
Wilcoxon Scores (Rank Sums) for Variable Speaking
Classified by Variable Round
Round

N

Sum of
Scores

Expected
Under H0

Std Dev
Under H0

Mean
Score

1

7

39.0

45.50

6.016077

5.571429

2

5

39.0

32.50

6.016077

7.800000

Average scores were used for ties.
Wilcoxon Two-Sample Test
Statistic

39.0000

Normal Approximation
Z

0.9973

One-Sided Pr > Z

0.1593

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

0.3186

t Approximation
One-Sided Pr > Z

0.1700

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

0.3400

Z includes a continuity correction of 0.5.
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Writing skills
Wilcoxon Scores (Rank Sums) for Variable Writing
Classified by Variable Round
Round

N

Sum of
Scores

Expected
Under H0

Std Dev
Under H0

Mean
Score

1

7

46.0

45.50

5.276449

6.571429

2

5

32.0

32.50

5.276449

6.400000

Average scores were used for ties.
Wilcoxon Two-Sample Test
Statistic

32.0000

Normal Approximation
Z

0.0000

One-Sided Pr < Z

0.5000

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

1.0000

t Approximation
One-Sided Pr < Z

0.5000

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

1.0000

Z includes a continuity correction of 0.5.
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Reading skills
Wilcoxon Scores (Rank Sums) for Variable Reading
Classified by Variable Round
Round

N

Sum of
Scores

Expected
Under H0

Std Dev
Under H0

Mean
Score

1

7

39.50

45.50

5.949599

5.642857

2

5

38.50

32.50

5.949599

7.700000

Average scores were used for ties.
Wilcoxon Two-Sample Test
Statistic

38.5000

Normal Approximation
Z

0.9244

One-Sided Pr > Z

0.1776

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

0.3553

t Approximation
One-Sided Pr > Z

0.1875

Two-Sided Pr > |Z|

0.3751

Z includes a continuity correction of 0.5.
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